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Chapter One 


Armen Markus strode down the long walkway of the guard 
floor, the heels of his knee-high leather boots banging 
against the steel grates. His crisp black uniform blended 
with the dark walls of Sardek Prison, and he felt nearly 
invisible. At the end of the walkway, he leaned over the 
railing to peer down into the receiving area. The metal 
railing was cold against his hands. Jenek was already at the 
railing, as were two other guards from Cell Block A. Jenek 
looked up and gave Armen a smile. 


“Hey, Commander. Didn’t expect you to show up.” 


Armen didn’t respond. Instead, he looked down at the long 
line of prisoners being processed. He couldn’t believe how 
many there were. Ever since the keychip to the Council’s 
satellite system was stolen, the Council had been 
performing massive sweeps of insurgents throughout the 
country. The prison was already past capacity. 


“There’s a fuck load of ’em, isn’t there?” Jenek said 
conspiratorially, leaning over the railing with him. “Any 
headed to your block?” 


Armen nodded. “Three.” 


“I hear most of them were picked up at Saturday’s protest. 
Don’t know what we're supposed to do with them.” 
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Armen watched the guards below freeze-burn idents into the 
naked men’s necks and then prod them with shock sticks to 
another line, where they were scanned by the bioreads for 


diseases. Most of the men walked in stiff terror. A few wept 
openly. Some looked almost bored, as if this wasn’t the first 
time they had been arrested and processed as traitors by 
the Council. 


Armen usually didn’t bother to witness the processing of 
new prisoners, since so few ended up in Block B for 
interrogation. It was one privilege of being in charge of only 
the most dangerous traitors. He dealt with a select few. But 
Jenek and the rest in Block A would have their hands full. 


Armen could not immediately identify the prisoners who 
would be sent to him. There had to be at least fifty men 
being processed below, with another sixty scheduled to 
arrive tomorrow. Armen scanned the inmates for someone 
with silver hair. It was the only inmate he was expecting, but 
not because of any official report from Warden Haeg. Armen 
expected the man because Ryan, his contact in the 
resistance, had told him he would be arriving. 


Armen wasn’t just the commanding interrogator at Sardek. 
He was also secretly working for the insurgency, with one 
very special role: to keep the secrets of the uprising safe. 
Whatever was screamed in the torture chambers, whatever 
desperate secrets were spilled, he altered. He took out 
dates and names and places. Sometimes he killed the poor 
bastards if they were too likely to reveal sensitive 
information. 


At moments like this, when Armen saw how many men 
protested the brutal regime of the Council, a slick, oily 
nausea sloshed through him, the noxious aftermath of his 
burden. 


He could not free these men. He could not even help them. 
They had to be nothing to him, merely shells, protecting 


precious words inside. He could not consider them as men, 
men with the same values as him, who suffered similar 
indignities. His job was cold, and merciless, and important, 
and that was why he was so good at it. The years had 
hardened him, made him empty of feeling. Only in moments 
like this one, staring at the vastness of injustice, did the 
wounds of his conscience make themselves felt. With 
practiced care, Intimate Traitors 
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Armen blocked the sensation and concentrated instead on 
finding the man the resistance was so desperate to keep 
Safe. 


Armen caught a glimpse of silver hair in the crowd, and 
leaned over for a closer look. 


His contact had informed him that the man’s name was 
Trevor Kavarian, and he knew the location of insurgency 
weaponry. It would be Armen’s job to see that he 
interrogated the man personally, to falsify his reports and 
make sure his fellow officers never heard the location. 


Trevor Kavarian made his way to the branding station. He 
was in his sixties, his pale, wrinkled skin hanging like wet 
tissue from his skeleton, his genitals shrunken in the cold, 
steel hall. The air smelled strongly of solvents; someone 
must have been sick in the entry. 


Warden Haeg believed in sterility, and on his orders his staff 
maintained the prison as if it were an operating room. 


Kavarian flinched as the frozen iron seared his prisoner ident 
to the left of his jugular, and he swayed slightly before 
shuffling his bare feet forward to the bioread. 


Armen was distracted by the beautiful body of the young 
man directly behind Kavarian. This prisoner was lean, with 
tawny muscles moving under tight, tanned flesh. The man’s 
black hair hung over his face and eyes. 


“Look up,” the guard administering the brands demanded. 
The man looked up. 


Armen stifled a gasp. He knew this face. He knew this man. 
Very well. 


It had been six years since Ravi Jai had left Armen alone on 
the grass in front of the national university. Armen had 
departed for his army post a week later, and had neither 
seen nor heard a word from Ravi since. 


Even with six years between sightings, Armen could still 
translate the subtle nuances of Ravi’s expression. He saw 
Ravi’s tightly coiled fear, hidden under a blasé veneer of 
boredom. Ravi’s dark brown eyes and long lashes stared 
dispassionately back at the guard. 
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For one sudden, illogical moment, an urge to shout out filled 
Armen, a desire to stop the guard from marring Ravi’s 
flawless skin with his brand. 


Ravi clenched his jaw as the guard pressed the cold brand 
hard against his neck. Ravi shuddered but did not cry out. 
He did not need prodding to move to the next station. 


Armen’s bewilderment at the sight of his old lover in the 
prison gave him a momentary sensation of vertigo, and he 
stepped back from the railing. When Armen had last seen 
him, Ravi hadn’t given a shit about politics or about the 
corrupt Council regime. He had only cared about drinking, 


and cooking, and fucking. He had been wild, the most 
Shameless man Armen had ever met, and it seemed unlikely 
that someone so self-absorbed would ever entangle himself 
in the resistance. He must have been at the protest by 
accident. 


As Ravi stepped forward in line, Armen watched Ravi’s 
buttocks tighten, and he could feel his groin stir with 
memory. Ravi turned his head to the side, revealing his thin 
neck, one of Armen’s favorite places to kiss. Armen could 
imagine, even now, running his hands through that thick 
black hair, see the slanted eyes of Ravi’s desire, feel him 
shift to pull Armen deeper into him. These memories 
seemed to live in his bones, in his flesh, and the sight of 
Ravi now brought tingling pleasure across his body, as real 
as a touch. He could feel that first unexpected kiss, even 
now, the burning heat of Ravi’s lips, the playful smirk on his 
face, when he had first cornered Armen that evening in the 
university’s sportsplex. 


At the time, Armen was silent and studious, preparing for his 
history and culture degree during the day and working at 
the collegiate sports center in the evenings. He knew of Ravi 
even before he met him. Everyone did. Ravi threw 
outrageous parties, he was openly homosexual, and he had 
apparently slept with half the linguistics department. 


Armen had watched Ravi furtively for half the semester 
before he ever spoke to him. 


Under the cover of his data screen, he stole glances as Ravi 
and his friends brashly discussed sex and sports and 
cinema. Ravi held himself with self-assured dishevelment, 
his arm always Intimate Traitors 
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casually draped around a companion, his slim body leaning 
against desks, his dark jeans always tight enough to show 
the impressive contours of his crotch. Occasionally Ravi and 
Armen made eye contact. Armen always hastily looked 
down at his screen, but every once in a while, he caught 
Ravi’s mouth curve up in a knowing smile. 


Armen assumed Ravi would never approach him, and of 
course, Armen himself would never be so bold. But, as he 
closed up the sportsplex one evening, he spotted Ravi 
lingering at the equipment counter, eyes locked on Armen, 
sparkling with mischievous intent. 


“I’m closing,” Armen said, feeling uncharacteristically 
nervous. Ravi eyed him like Armen was something to be 
devoured. It was unsettling and deeply exciting on a level 
Armen had never known he was capable of feeling. 


“Then I’m stuck in here with you.” Ravi’s mouth quirked into 
a grin. “What shall we do to pass the hours until opening?” 


Armen felt his cheeks grow hot, and he stumbled for an 
answer. 


Ravi moved closer. His dark eyes stared at Armen, focused, 
almost predatory. “Don’t play coy with me,” he said huskily. 
“You’ve been watching my ass for months now.” 


The coarseness of Ravi’s tongue offended and deeply 
aroused Armen, and as his mind considered his options for 
response, Ravi brazenly leaned over and kissed him, 
uninvited. 


It was sudden, unexpected, and so warm that Armen was 
left breathless, stunned with the surge of his desire. Ravi’s 
tongue penetrated his mouth. Ravi’s soft, slick heat filled 


him, and his body instinctively pressed closer, craving more 
of that sultry taste. 


Ravi pressed Armen against the wall behind the equipment 
counter and thrust his hips into Armen’s. They were the 
same height, and Armen felt the thickness of Ravi’s erection 
press against his own. Urgency flooded Armen, the 
sensation powerful and primal, and he felt close to breaking 
with the strain of holding back such a strong need to claim 
him. Armen cupped his hand around Ravi’s neck and pulled 
him closer, wanting to push this aching desire out of him, 
into Ravi, possessing him with a piercing kiss. 
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Armen’s hands traveled down Ravi’s body, assuredly, as if 
they had done this before even when Armen himself had 
not. They stroked Ravi’s powerful shoulders, slowly sliding 
downward to squeeze Ravi’s ass. Ravi moaned into Armen’s 
mouth and pressed harder against him, their cocks straining 
through layers of clothing, each flirtatious second of contact 
fueling Armen’s fervor. 


Ravi broke their kiss, panting. “Have you done this before?” 
“No.” 


“You're a natural, then.” Ravi grinned. He reached down 
between them and deftly unbuttoned Armen’s trousers. 
Armen froze against the wall, terrified and exhilarated. His 
heart beat rapidly, pounding arousal through his system 
with furious speed. 


Ravi pulled Armen’s jeans and boxers down, and Armen’s 
cock sprang loose, stiff and leaking with need. 


For a moment, the cloudy hunger cleared from Armen’s 
mind, and he realized he should do something. Move, or ask 
Ravi what his intentions were. But Ravi dropped to his knees 
the following moment and then gently swallowed Armen’s 
cock. The slippery heat of Ravi’s mouth overwhelmed 
Armen. He slammed his head back against the wall and 
moaned. 


This surge of sensation was incredible -- better than he even 
imagined it could feel. Ravi’s mouth burned with wet heat, 
he sucked Armen’s cock in deeply, to the back of his throat, 
and then withdrew slightly to swirl his tongue over the head. 
He plunged down and repeated this, over and over, Armen 
blind to all but the red pulses of pleasure behind his closed 
eyelids. He combed his fingers through Ravi’s thick black 
hair, urging him faster. 


Ravi withdrew for a moment, and a thread of precum trailed 
from the tip of Armen’s cock to Ravi’s swollen lips. The sight 
nearly threw Armen over the edge. Ravi dipped his head 
lower, and swiped his tongue along the underside of 
Armen’s balls. 


“God!” Armen clenched his eyes closed, breathing in gasps 
through locked teeth. All at once it became too good. Too 
powerful. He couldn’t contain this torrent of pleasure. Ravi 
Intimate Traitors 
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laved his testicles slowly and efficiently, finishing with 
another swipe underneath them, stretching from the cleft of 
Armen’s buttocks upward, until he engulfed Armen’s cock 
once more and pulled him to the base of his throat. 


Armen came forcefully, great spurts arcing from him, his 
legs shaking. Ravi didn’t move. He suckled Armen until his 


Shaking finally subsided and then licked the tip of Armen’s 
cock clean with a last, lazy swipe. He looked up, pupils dark 
and dilated, his lips red and swollen. He wiped his mouth on 
the back of his hand. 


Armen slid down the wall to a crouch. His body felt almost 
sore with joy. Eye to eye, Armen could see the flush of Ravi’s 
dark skin, the tremor of need in his body. Ravi’s cock looked 
huge, stretching his jeans, demanding attention. 


Armen reached out and stroked the fabric around Ravi’s 
swollen member. 


Ravi sucked in his breath and closed his eyes. “Yes.” 


“| don’t...” Armen hated looking inexperienced. “I haven’t 
done this before.” 


Ravi opened his eyes and stared at him, hard. “It’s easy.” 
“Teach me how,” Armen whispered huskily. 


Ravi unbuttoned his jeans and pulled them off completely. 
He wore no underwear, and his cock was instantly visible, 
huge and hard, visibly pulsing. 


Armen had only seen other cocks in the gym from afar, or in 
porn, but never like this, up close and rigid. He had never 
smelled the musky sweetness of one, or felt the heat 
radiating off the engorged flesh. 


“Touch me,” Ravi commanded. 


Armen reached out and grasped Ravi’s cock in his hand. It 
was smooth, much thicker than his own, the tip almost 
purple. He pumped Ravi’s cock in his hand for a moment, 
getting the feel of the other man’s size. When he reached 


down to cup Ravi’s loose scrotum, Ravi kissed him again, his 
tongue salty and slick with Armen’s cum. 
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Ravi reclined onto the carpet and Armen followed his body, 
breathing in the strong, masculine odors of his crotch. Years 
later, Armen could still recall every sensation, the prickly 
itch of the cheap sportsplex carpet, the dark cocoa smell of 
Ravi’s prick, the buttery softness of his testicles, the solid 
weight in his fingers. 


“Put my dick in your mouth,” Ravi said huskily. 


Armen bent over and gave a practice lick up Ravi’s shaft. 
Ravi murmured approval and softly ran his hands through 
Armen’s hair, encouraging him lower. 


Armen stretched his lips over Ravi’s cock, marveling at its 
girth. He had to open wide to fit him all in, and saliva burst 
forth into his mouth to lubricate the cock’s passage. He 
moved slowly at first, experimenting with the pressure of his 
lips against the velvety skin. As he sped up his rhythm, he 
heard Ravi’s encouragements grow more nonsensical, 
devolving into a series of low, guttural groans, until Ravi 
pressed Armen’s head down hard and pushed deep inside of 
him, coming with a shout and a burst of salty liquid. 


Armen swallowed several times to take it all in. His body still 
tingled, sated and exhausted with the force of his desire. He 
lay his head on Ravi’s abdomen, catching his breath, 
watching Ravi’s erection fade, his cock soften and slump 
onto his left thigh. 


“That can’t have been your first time,” Ravi mused. 


Armen gave him a hesitant smile. “It was.” 


“Damn,” Ravi said, smiling back. “Then | can’t wait to see 
what you do when | fuck you.” 


A bolt of liquid pleasure shot through Armen’s spine. Ravi 
was foul-mouthed and delicious. The image flitted through 
Armen’s mind, flaring his body once more. 


“When?” Armen sat up. 
“When what?” 


“When are you going to fuck me?” Armen asked, shocked at 
his own raunchiness. 
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But Ravi just laughed. “Give me ten minutes. And a beer if 
you have one. And...while you’re at it...you might as well tell 
me your name.” 


Armen stared at Ravi now, shivering slightly in the cold 
processing room as he pulled on the thin blue cotton 
trousers of the prison uniform. Physically, Ravi looked 
almost the same. But there was a seriousness behind Ravi’s 
eyes now. A manic frustration seemed to bubble within him, 
an intensity that Armen did not recognize. Ravi appeared 
volatile. But a soft undertone of kindness was still there, in 
his eyes, and Armen felt an overpowering need to save him, 
to keep that gentleness alive. 


“They’re all traitorous bastards,” Jenek said. “The Council 
has saved our country from starvation, and this is how these 
ungrateful fucks behave? Fuckin’ shoot ’em all, that’s what | 
say.” Jenek pantomimed machine gunning the prisoners 
below. 


Armen turned and stared at his subordinate with cold 
disdain. “Keep your mouth shut, Jenek.” 


Jenek instantly paled. “Sorry, Commander.” 


Armen walked away without looking back. He ran his hand 
through his hair, hoping to pull out a brilliant thought. 
Because, despite his overwhelming inclination to help Ravi, 
he knew he could not carry through on it without 
compromising his position. He had worked too hard to get 
this far, and he couldn’t risk his mission for one man. He 
was under enough suspicion from fellow interrogator Simon 
Dansk as it was. He had spent three gut-wrenching years 
infiltrating the Council prison system, the last year as 
Commanding Interrogator, and he couldn’t abandon all of 
the resistance’s plans now, when he was so valuable to so 
many people on the outside. 


“Commander Markus.” The silver identband around Armen’s 
left wrist chirped out the small voice of Officer Peters, 
Warden Haeg’s personal secretary. “Please come to the 
warden’s office immediately. He wishes to speak with you.” 
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Armen dared one last glance back at Ravi on the processing 
floor. Whatever he wanted to do for Ravi would have to wait. 


Intimate Traitors 
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Chapter Two 


Sardek Prison was a monument to Council efficiency, its 
sleek, black form imposing its will upon the surrounding 
landscape of the capital. The structure had three wings, 
joined by a horizontal stretch of vast chambers that 
comprised the central processing area. 


The medical ward, officers’ rooms, and the warden’s office 
were all in Block C. After descending the stairs from the 
guard railing, Armen made his way along the steel corridor 
and into the comparative refuge of Warden Sharvo Haeg’s 
offices. 


The waiting room was small. Three plush chairs lined the 
wall, and a small coffee table offered tiny paper cups of 
water. Obligatory photographs of the six Council members 
tastefully adorned the walls in onyx-colored frames. There 
were other pictures, images of Warden Haeg himself, in the 
front lines fighting for the Council. The warden had been 
part of the original revolt against the nation’s parliament, 
whose corruption had led them all to the brink of starvation. 


Now men like Haeg, who participated in the Council’s coup, 
all held important positions of power within the Council’s 
own military force. One photo showed Warden Haeg shaking 
hands with one of the Council leaders, pride radiating from 
his features. Another 12 Astrid Amara 


image showed him handing out Council relief supplies to 
impoverished families after the war. 


Armen glanced at the pictures. At the familiar tightening of 
his gut, he looked away. 


Armen did not sit. He leaned against the acrylic black wall, 
thinking about Ravi. As soon as he was processed, Ravi 
would be thrown into one of the seven large holding pens in 
Block A. The pens were never designed for permanent 
residence, but since the prison had reached capacity, men 
now lived there, magnetized cuffs forcing them to the walls, 
wrapped in thin blankets on the unforgiving steel floor. For a 
moment, images of what some of the men did to each other 
down in that heartless environment flooded Armen. Ravi 
was too pretty for his own good here. He closed his eyes, 
willing the thought away. He failed; the thought lingered in 
his mind, like a scratch at the back of the throat, 
underwhelming but noticeable. 


“Good morning, Commander.” 


Simon Dansk entered the warden’s waiting room with brisk 
strides. He had boundless energy, and Armen often felt tired 
just looking at him. 


“Any idea why the warden wants us?” Simon asked. His 
voice was smooth and lilting, in direct contrast with his hard, 
unforgiving eyes. 


Armen shrugged. 


“I can’t stomach another lecture on proper sterilization 
procedures.” Simon leaned against one of the walls, his left 
foot tapping nervously. “I have better things to do with my 
time.” He glanced at Armen warily and then looked away. 


There was a restless energy to Simon, a nervous impulsion, 
which set Armen on edge, as though Simon were always 
barely constraining his urge to share the graphic details of 
his torture methods. He knew Armen did not approve of his 
techniques, but his disapproval meant little to Simon, who 


did not like him. Simon did not have the cleverness of 
character to hide it. 
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A year ago, Warden Haeg had offered the position of 
commanding interrogator to Armen, despite the fact that 
Simon had worked longer at the prison and was a vocal 
proponent for the Council. But Warden Haeg liked his prison 
efficient and tidy. And Simon had a tendency to take things 
too far. Even amongst the officers, who grew to see torture 
as mere routine, Simon’s inflictions upon inmates left many 
physically sick. He was messy and brutal, and after three 
inmates died from wounds, the warden chose Armen to 
head the department. 


Armen, after all, was considered quiet, thorough, and 
frightening. Their fear of him was his key asset. Warden 
Haeg praised Armen’s calm, cold style, and this allowed 
Armen to lessen the pain he inflicted upon others. 


But the insult of being passed over had rankled Simon. 
Simon probed Armen’s cases, read through Armen’s report 
files, and watched him with hawkish interest. Armen had a 
small fear that Simon actually suspected him of being a 
double agent. 


Even now, Simon watched him with practiced insolence. He 
looked a lot like Ravi, actually, tall and thin with olive skin 
and dark black hair. But where Ravi’s brown eyes were 
warm and kind, Simon’s blue eyes were cold and 
calculating. His eyebrows frowned, and his mouth was 
neither soft nor inviting. It was hard, thin, and sneered with 
habitual embitterment. 


The door to Warden Haeg’s office opened, and Officer 
Peter’s round face appeared. 


“The warden will see you now,” he said, holding open the 
door for Armen and Simon. 


He closed the door behind them. 


Wall screens dominated Warden Haeg’s office, displaying 
every hallway, corner, and cell of the prison. Haeg believed 
his personal oversight of the prisoners’ daily movements 
guaranteed the rigid precision for which he was famed. Only 
the interrogation rooms in Block B were blocked from sight, 
and this was by design. There could be no record of what 
the Council did to its captives. Armen took full advantage of 
this blindness. 
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Warden Haeg’s massive body hunched over the brushed 
metallic desk. He formally dressed in the full black uniform 
of the Council army, his waistcoat neatly pressed despite his 
girth. He kept his white hair closely shaved to the scalp. He 
frowned at both Armen and Simon. 


“The man with the keychip is here,” the warden stated. “It’s 
one of the detainees we picked up Saturday.” 


Armen blinked. He hadn’t heard this from Ryan. “Are you 
sure?” 


Haeg nodded. “We intercepted a transmission between 
insurgents last night. We need to identify the key holder 
immediately.” 


Armen mentally reviewed the prisoners he had in Block B. 
He had five men there who were captured in the last week, 


although none of them seemed high enough in the 
resistance’s hierarchy to be privy to such valuable 
information. 


“What do you want to do?” Simon asked. “Interrogate them 
all?” 


“If we have to,” the warden snapped. 


“There are over a thousand men --” Simon began, but the 
warden cut him off. 


“| don’t care how many officers you need.” The warden 
pointed his finger at Armen. 


“And there’s no time for slow and meticulous questioning. If 
the keychip is used, they will take down our entire 
nanorobotic surveillance system. It must be found, 
immediately.” 


The warden turned to the large screen behind him. Images 
of the new inmates appeared, their names and crimes 
detailed in fine font beneath their faces. “Your questioning 
Shall include prisoners in Block A. Anyone revealing 
anything of significance is to be moved to Block B for full 
interrogation.” 


“Sir.” Simon stepped closer to the warden’s desk. He 
glanced slyly at Armen and then looked back to Haeg. “If | 
may make a suggestion...since Commander Markus’ primary 
case right now is determining the location of the 
insurgency’s hidden base, perhaps | should head up the 
search for the keychip.” 
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Armen clenched his jaw shut. Simon had been muscling in 
on his personal investigations for months now, outraged 
that Armen always oversaw the most sensitive tasks. 


To Armen’s relief, the warden shook his head. “No. Everyone 
is to work on this, simultaneously. It’s to take precedence 
over your other investigations. Is that understood?” 


“Yes, sir,” Armen said. 
“Yes, sir,” Simon repeated. 


The warden frowned at the screen. “Because of the 
overcrowding, | will be making room tomorrow morning by 
liquidating any low-risk prisoners who are unlikely to have 
anything valuable to help us in this task.” 


Liquidation meant the summary execution of Block A 
prisoners. Ravi could be dead by tomorrow. 


“That will be all.” The warden excused them by simply 
turning back to the screen on his desk. 


Simon and Armen walked together back to the office they 
shared in Block B. They passed Block A, and Armen thought 
of the hundreds of men cooped up like animals in there -- 
men who would die tomorrow. Most of them were guilty of 
nothing worse than being at the wrong place in the wrong 
time. That oily sickness swelled inside of Armen. He quickly 
suppressed it. He had more immediate concerns. 


At the guard post outside the door to Block B, Armen waved 
to the guard and then wiped his left wrist against the door. 
His identband triggered the door lock and the heavy steel 
Slid into the wall. 


The long black hallway of Block B stretched out before 
them. To the left were the cells, fifty in all. To the right were 
the doors to the interrogators’ office, the interrogation 
rooms themselves, and storage. Straight ahead was the 
Block B kitchen. Since Block B prisoners ate meals in their 
cells, there was no need for a full dining hall. 
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The office that Armen shared with Simon and the other 
interrogators had no windows, but the walls were light gray 
and plastic plants scattered around the room in large urns 
demilitarized the ambiance. Simon’s desk was covered in 
tools, weapons, plastic memo disks, and chargers. Armen’s 
area was organized. He had almost nothing on his desk. He 
sat down wearily and unfolded the screen in his pocket. 
Simon stood nearby and did the same. 


“Let’s start with the prisoners in Block B,” Armen said. “We 
already know they have been privy to sensitive information. 
Who did we get today?” 


Simon scrolled his finger along the thin film of plastic, 
reading from the prisoner files. 


“George Santos,” he began, “purportedly involved in last 
year’s Council chamber bombings. 


Andaji Munai, a double agent working for the Council 
Administration for Defense...” Simon smirked at Armen. “It’s 
been a while since we’ve had a double agent. That should 
be fun.” 


Armen looked back at his screen. The last picture was of 
Trevor Kavarian, the man with silver hair. He quickly 
scanned his file. Although Armen and Kavarian had been 


involved in the resistance the same amount of time, the two 
had never met. 


“I'll take Kavarian,” Armen said quickly. 
Simon narrowed his eyes. “You always take the older men.” 
“They break easily.” 


Simon nodded. “Fine. I'll take Santos, and the spy.” He 
promptly folded his screen once more, slipping it into his 
pocket. He then rummaged on his desk for his magnetic 
cuffs, whistling cheerfully. It was a habit for which Armen 
particularly despised him. 


“Are you going for coffee?” Armen asked him. 
Simon frowned. “I could. Do you want some?” 
“Please. It’s going to be a long week.” 

Simon nodded, and then left for the kitchen. 
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As soon as he was gone, Armen pulled up Ravi Jai’s file. He 
had been arrested at a rally in the capital, protesting the 
latest travel restrictions authorized by the Council. He had 
no record, and nothing to suggest he had a history of 
revolutionary behavior. 


He was currently unemployed. At least that hadn’t changed. 


Six years had passed. And, in that time, Ravi had graduated 
from university and been conscripted into national service. 
After his two-year stint, he failed to find work and, from the 


looks of it, no permanent residence either. Time changed 
nothing with him, whereas six years had completely altered 
Armen. 


All Armen could confirm was that Ravi had apparently lived 
a law-abiding life until last week, when he attended that 
rally. Which meant he was a prime target for tomorrow's 
culling. 


Armen couldn’t risk his position by getting Ravi out of prison 
entirely. But he could doctor his file and make him sound 
more dangerous than he was to get him transferred to 
Armen’s department. It would, at the very least, buy Ravi 
some time. 


Simon would return any moment. Without further hesitation, 
Armen flagged Ravi’s file “to be questioned about the base.” 
Armen closed the file and then meticulously went through 
his operating system records, searching through hidden log 
files, deleting any sign of his own flag. 


“You want Room One?” 


Simon’s voice startled Armen. “What?” He quickly deleted 
the last file. 


Simon eyed him warily. “For Kavarian.” He placed Armen’s 
coffee on his desk. “Room One all right?” 


“It’s fine.” Armen lifted his coffee and nodded. “Thank you.” 
Now he only had to wait. 


Once the warden’s system caught the alert, Ravi would be 
moved to Block B and be under Armen’s protection. 
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It wasn’t enough. It was a stop-gap measure and Armen 
knew it, but he had no immediate ideas about how else to 
help Ravi. And at the moment he had to go to work. 


He had an old man to torture. 


* OK OOK OK OX 


Trevor Kavarian had barely settled into his cell. There was 
only enough room inside for a narrow cot, a toilet, and a 
bolted down metal box with no lid, in which he could store 
his non-existent personal belongings. 


Kavarian’s stoicism in the processing line had been 
admirable, but now, in the silent discomfort of the brilliantly 
lit cell, it was obvious that his fortitude failed him. Armen 
watched him through the clear plastic door. He saw Kavarian 
sit at the edge of his bed and tremble quietly. His body 
curled in on itself, his bright blue prison garb garish under 
the fluorescents. He remained barefoot, as all the prisoners 
were. 


Armen rubbed his wrist over the door and the thick plastic 
slid open. Kavarian immediately stood, wiping his eyes with 
the back of his hand. 


“Good morning.” Armen turned on the magnetized key on 
his belt. “Please turn around and place your hands 
together.” 


Kavarian hesitated for a moment, and then complied. Armen 
quickly switched the two separate metal cuffs on, and they 
Snapped together, buzzing slightly with the electrical 
charge. The key on Armen’s belt would limit Kavarian’s 
range, and was also capable of changing the voltage in the 
cuffs if need be. 


“Come with me, please.” Armen took hold of Kavarian’s arm 
and led him down the hall to Room One. 


Like the rest of the prison, the interrogation rooms had 
grated steel floors and slick black acrylic walls. A metal 
table stood to the far side, with a single metal stool beside 
it. The only other object in the room was the restraint chair. 
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This was designed to look as intimidating as it was. The 
oversized metal chair had dozens of electric restraints built 
into it. A series of wired electrodes sprang around the chair 
like curly hair. Shiny, sharp needles had recently been 
replaced between prisoners, and now gleamed from 
prepared syringes. Although they didn’t need to be 
mechanized, the fearful effect of their placement usually 
filled the suspects with foreboding. 


The terrifying impression worked on Kavarian. He stepped 
one foot inside the room, froze, and then swung around and 
head-butted Armen so fast that Armen had no time to move 
out of the way. Instinctively, Armen slapped the key on his 
belt. An instant electrical shock seared through Kavarian 
from the cuffs and he collapsed, crying out as he hit the 
ground. 


Simon appeared in the hallway a second later. He looked at 
Kavarian’s twitching body on the floor and snorted. “Christ, 
Commander, you’re supposed to get them inside the room 
before you start fucking with them.” 


Pain radiated from Armen’s left eye. He tenderly touched it. 
Now he was going to have a black eye when Ravi first saw 


him. The fact that this concerned him almost made him 
smile. 


Armen bent over and dragged Kavarian by his legs, pulling 
him all the way into the interrogation room and locking the 
door with a swipe of his identband. The second the door 
locked, the large fans overhead automatically switched on, 
sucking great gulps of air out of the room and into the 
venting system. This prevented any stray dust-eyes from 
lingering in the room. 


Dust-eyes collected data that were transmitted to satellites, 
and from there, the Council’s massive network of monitoring 
systems that catalogued the sights and sounds of every 
citizen, all under the guise of keeping them safe. But while 
they were welcome by the Council everywhere else in the 
country, the prison didn’t want them here, where they could 
record what occurred. 
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Armen reached into his pocket and fitted a small, black, 
rectangular device to the lock. 


This was not standard equipment, and Armen disliked it, 
because it was bulky enough to be noticed. But the device 
linked to the door lock, emitting a quiet alarm moments 
before someone entered the room. It alerted Armen when 
he was about to be interrupted during one of his 
interrogations. 


Armen reached down below the metal desk in the room and 
quickly switched off the small recording device he had 
attached there. He’d placed one in every room, over a year 
ago, so that he could stay informed of the secrets the other 
interrogators managed to pull from their victims. He 
reported all critical leaks to his contact. But in his own room, 


Armen didn’t need the record, so he let the device 
temporarily rest. 


Kavarian stopped twitching. He curled into a ball on the hard 
floor, moaning quietly. 


“Sit in the chair,” Armen commanded. He reached down to 
help the old man up. The smell of fresh urine wafted 
through Kavarian’s thin cotton trousers. 


Armen managed to get Kavarian seated in the restraint 
chair. The man already looked broken, and he wouldn't 
make eye contact. Armen probably didn’t need the full 
restraints, but he did magnetize the cuffs to the arm rests 
and fastened closed the latching arm restraints. 
Immediately, a small screen on the back of the chair 
displayed Kavarian’s pulse, capillary tension, and 
perspiration. Armen could use these readings to determine 
if Kavarian lied to him. 


“My name is Armen Markus,” Armen began. “And you are 
Trevor Kavarian, yes?” 


Kavarian looked at his feet and sobbed under his breath. 


Armen rolled the stool across from Kavarian and sat down. 
He unfolded his screen. He then took a deep breath. 


“All right,” Armen said. “I’m going to ask you a series of 
questions. You are going to answer me truthfully. | will 
record what you Say. If you speak honestly and treat me 
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respect, | will not hurt you. Once the session is over, | will 
return you to your cell and you can have lunch.” 


Kavarian looked up. Armen almost smiled to himself. People 
were just like dogs. The promise of lunch was always worth 
an ounce of hope in any circumstance. 


Kavarian frowned. “Are you going to kill me?” 


“Not if you cooperate. | just want information, Mr. Kavarian. 
You mean nothing to me, dead or alive. Is that understood?” 


Kavarian nodded. 


“Good.” Armen readied his stylus. “Then let’s begin. | want 
you first to tell me what you know about the keychip for 
disabling the satellite system. | want you to speak to me 
freely, like old friends meeting while traveling on a long 
voyage.” 


Armen paused. The code phrase was known by only the 
highest level revolutionaries within the resistance, and if 
Kavarian was amongst them, he would immediately 
understand that Armen was working for them. 


But the phrase meant nothing to Kavarian. He simply hung 
his head and sobbed. 


Armen sighed, rubbing his eyes. In a sense, Kavarian’s 
ignorance made his own job simpler. He was now required to 
play the part of interrogator well, as it would not do for any 
prisoner, even one in the resistance, to let leak the fact that 
an officer had been particularly kind to him. 


But the few times that Armen made contact with other 
higher level insurgents, he felt that flicker of belonging that 
he had missed over the last six years. 


Interrogation was grueling work. Armen constantly trod the 
fine line between acting his part well and pushing Kavarian 


too far. Over the last year, Armen experimented with 
efficiency. He kept his questions valid and probing, but 
strayed whenever he felt he was getting too close to 
something revealing. It was a good thing he interrogated 
Kavarian himself, because within the first hour Kavarian let 
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twice, without being prompted. Armen pursued other lines 
of questioning, writing down enough information to sound 
valuable, but changing the dates and places subtly enough 
to save anyone on Kavarian’s end who might be exposed. 


As always, Armen paused toward the end of a session, 
weighing the value of his captive’s life. For those men who 
had too many secrets, Armen often offered them a way out 
through death. The ring on Armen’s middle finger contained 
a needle and a small amount of otriphiron, concentrated in 
such a dosage that a heart attack was virtually guaranteed 
within two hours of being injected. It was the only solace he 
could offer his fellow revolutionaries. 


Armen was weighing whether or not to inject Kavarian when 
there was a buzz from his wrist identband. 


“Commander!” 
“What is it?” Armen snapped. He hated being interrupted. 


Officer Jenek’s voice sounded tinny through the small 
speaker. 


“We have been alerted that one of the low-risk inmates in 
Block A has an alert on his file regarding the location of the 
base. Would you like me to transfer him to Block B?” 


Armen carefully regulated his voice. “Transfer his file, and 
then bring him to me in Interrogation Room One.” 


“Yes, sir.” The identband cut off communication. 


Armen let out the breath he was holding. Kavarian looked up 
wearily. “Are we done?” 


he asked. 


Armen nodded. “We're done for now. l'Il take you back to 
your cell.” 


As Armen reached for the man’s arm, Kavarian slumped, 
leaning into Armen for support. 


The sight softened Armen. “You did well today.” 
Kavarian licked his dry lips. “Thank you.” 
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It was such an unusual thing to say to Armen, especially in 
this environment. 


After locking Kavarian back in his cell, Armen made a quick 
detour to the bathroom to check on his bruised eye before 
meeting Ravi. 


Kavarian’s head butt hadn’t resulted in swelling, but there 
was some discoloration beneath Armen’s left eye. 


Armen washed his face. What would Ravi think of his 
appearance, after all these years? 


Compared to Ravi, Armen had changed quite a bit. Since 
joining the army, Armen kept his dark blonde hair short and 
neat. Unlike his years at university, Armen now shaved 


religiously, his pale skin smooth and clean, every hair in 
place. 


Armen’s body had changed as well. He had been an active 
swimmer at university but gave it up during military service. 
Now he ran every morning, and boxed four times a week, 
and his body had hardened and bulked. The extra muscle 
helped in his line of work. The strength intimidated both his 
prisoners and his co-workers, and he liked being able to 
fend off surprise assaults from inmates. But he wondered if 
Ravi would find the new muscles pleasing. When they had 
been lovers, Armen had been fit but slim. 


Armen returned to Interrogation Room One, his nerves on 
edge with anticipation and dread. 
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Chapter Three 


Ravi Jai watched the guards outside his holding pen circling 
around him and his fellow inmates like vultures, the shiny 
barrels of their rifles reflecting the brilliant fluorescent 
lights. They circled the large cage in the center of the hall 
calmly and efficiently, and Ravi concentrated on their 
movements, not only to look for any opportunities to escape 
but also to free himself from the endless arguments, cries, 
and begging of his fellow prisoners. 


There were over a hundred men inside the cage, their 
handcuffs magnetized to the walls to restrict movement. He 
could slide up and down the wall within a vertical line, but 
that was the extent of his range. His back itched but he 
couldn’t reach it without the magnets buzzing and yanking 
his arm back to his place. 


Ravi could stand, or he could slide down to a crouch, but it 
was nearly impossible to sit with his arms so attached to the 
wall, and he wondered how long he was going to stay in this 
position. Judging by the looks of some of the prisoners in the 
pen with him, it could be hours. They moaned in agony as 
their joints locked up. Ravi overheard some mention of 
movement at meal time, but it was only morning and the 
promise of being granted full use of his arms seemed 
distant indeed. 
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So he kept himself focused on the guards, and especially 
their glinting silver identbands, tightly fitted around each 


guard’s wrist. 


That was what he needed. If he could get close enough, the 
downloader implanted in his own arm could copy the door 
codes and he could attempt an escape. The plan was 
dangerous but formulating it distracted him pleasantly from 
the slow ache in his arms and legs. 


“Jail” 


Ravi glanced up at a cruel-looking officer who stared at him 
from the other side of the bars, fondling his cuff key with 
obvious delight. 


“Yes?” Ravi said. The guard did not respond, but opened the 
pen door instead and marched inside. The prisoners 
remained clamped to the walls, but many stared at the 
guard with open hostility. 


The guard reached up and switched off the magnets on 
Ravi’s arms. Ravi lowered them with relief, although his arm 
muscles cramped almost instantly after hours at such an 
angle. 


To his dismay, the guard immediately re-polarized them, 
locking his wrists together behind his back. 


“Come with me.” The guard jerked on Ravi’s arm, and he 
stumbled so as not to fall. 


Ravi felt the eyes of the other inmates upon him as they 
strode through the pen. Some averted their glances. Others 
looked sympathetic. A group of hardened men near the 
entrance made obscene gestures that instantly churned 
Ravi’s stomach. 


Ravi’s mind raced. Perhaps the bioread detected his 
implant. Or someone on the outside managed to get him 
free. The thought brought an immediate thrill, but then 
reality came back. The chances of getting a prisoner out of 
Sardek were slim. Even if Ravi had people fighting for him 
on the outside, he was more likely to die here than see the 
fruits of their labor. 
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The guard led Ravi out into the main corridor of the prison 
and then used his identband on the door marked Block B. 
Dread spread through Ravi. Even citizens in the capital knew 
Block B was a fearful place. Torture, murder, crimes so 
terrible that few survived to describe the hardship they 
faced in these rooms. The interrogators had power and were 
heartless, a terrible combination, made all the worse for the 
honor the Council instilled within them. 


Ravi had occasionally wondered who these men were, these 
torturers for the regime. 


Their faces were concealed in any footage. The only time a 
man had been openly introduced as a Sardek interrogator to 
the public, he was beaten by a mob by nightfall. Ravi 
studied the nondescript floor, the black walls. The 
environment of monsters looked so bland. 


Ravi had to escape. It had been his mantra since that 
morning, standing naked in line. 


He had to escape; it was worth every risk. As the guard 
beside him stopped and rubbed his wrist across a heavy 
door marked “Room One,” Ravi studied the man’s 
identband. It didn’t look as if it could be removed, but the 
Simplicity of design almost guaranteed that his downloader 


would be able to steal the signals coming from it. He just 
had to get his arm close enough. 


The door to Room One slid open, and the guard violently 
pushed Ravi inside. Ravi took several stumbling steps to 
regain his balance, his movements awkward with his hands 
cuffed behind him. 


“Here he is,” the guard said. “Want me to strap him down 
for you?” 


“No, thank you, Jenek. | think | can manage.” 


Ravi spun to face the interrogator. He could feel the blood 
drain from his face. It couldn’t be. There was absolutely no 
way that voice -- and that body -- belonged to Armen 
Markus. 


“You can go now,” Armen told the guard. 
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Ravi stared, mouth opening in shock. He took in Armen’s 
tight-fitting black uniform, the epaulets on his shoulders, the 
polished gleam of his knee-high boots. His hair was short, 
his arms much bulkier, but the delicate features of his face 
were still the same, those expressive blue eyes, the long, 
tapered nose, his wide lips, almost always curled at the 
corners as if amused. 


Ravi opened his mouth to say something to Armen. But 
Armen shot him a pointed glare, and Ravi shut his mouth. 
He forced his expression to return to its blank look of 
boredom. 


Jenek stood next to Ravi and sneered cruelly. “You better 
watch it, prick. I've seen the commander split men’s 
testicles open for so much as flinching from the restraints.” 
Jenek cuffed him on the ear, and Ravi shrank away from 
him. “Have fun.” Jenek shut the door. 


Ravi stood stock still as Armen placed a small black device 
beside the door’s locking mechanism. He looked at Ravi, his 
expression inscrutable. 


“What -- “ Ravi began. 


Armen held his finger up to his lips. Almost immediately, 
large fans in the ceiling kicked on, and great gulps of air 
were sucked into the ventilation. Air shot from filters on the 
side wall. As soon as the roar of the automatic fans died 
down, they stood together in startling silence. 


Ravi could feel Armen’s eyes taking him in. Ravi shook his 
head, unbelieving. Armen Markus had been the most 
dedicated member of the resistance Ravi had ever met. He 
volunteered at the age of eleven and had since followed the 
leadership’s every directive. He had dedicated his life to 
seeing the Council removed from power and democracy 
restored in its place. How could he have ended up here, of 
all places? Of all people -- he never imagined Armen would 
betray the movement so utterly. 


Ravi would have laughed if someone had told him Armen 
was now a Council interrogator. It just went to show that you 
never really knew a person. 
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Fury filled Ravi. A sense of betrayal overwhelmed him. Over 
the years, Ravi had justified their breakup because he knew 
Armen was fighting for a higher cause. But here was proof 


that all those consolations he gave himself about Armen’s 
noble ambitions were false. 


Armen hadn't left him to save the world. Armen had left him 
to become a tyrant. 


Armen reached for the cuffs around Ravi’s wrists. He turned 
them off but gave no further orders. Ravi stretched his arms 
upward, finally able to move them freely. 


Armen still said nothing. He stared openly. Almost hungrily. 


Ravi noticed the silver identband on Armen’s wrist, and he 
realized that, as horrifying a statement about humanity as it 
was, it might be good for Ravi that Armen was a torturer 
now. If he could renew some aspect of their relationship, 
rekindle some of the feelings Armen once had for him, 
maybe Ravi could get close enough to scan the codes off 
Armen’s identband and escape. Armen was a traitor anda 
hypocrite. But Ravi could use him, and so he fought to keep 
the disgust from his expression. 


“You're shivering,” Armen stated. “Are you cold or 
frightened?” 


“A little of both, actually. Commander.” Even though Ravi 
needed to woo Armen, the bitterness crept unfiltered into 
his voice. 


Armen frowned. He unbuttoned his black wool coat, and slid 
it off his shoulders. In his formal black dress shirt, tie, and 
waist coat, at least Ravi didn’t have to falsify an attraction 
toward him. He had loved Armen’s body six years ago, back 
when he was scruffy and lazy. 


Now Armen was toned, his fitted, pressed uniform tight 
against his large arm and chest muscles. Ravi felt an 


unexpected surge of arousal. 


Armen held out the coat for Ravi, but Ravi hesitated. What if 
this was some trick? He had no idea how interrogations 
were actually done. The violence could just as easily start 
with this, a simple act of kindness. 


Armen raised an eyebrow then walked over and draped the 
coat over Ravi’s trembling body himself. Ravi put his arms 
through the sleeves, and the residual heat from Armen’s 
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body enclosed him like an embrace. Armen sat on the edge 
of the room’s single table. He kicked out the metal stool for 
Ravi. 


Ravi hesitated a moment longer, and then sat down. It felt 
good to sit after so many hours. His body ached. 


“Are you hungry?” Armen asked. 
“Is this part of the interrogation?” 
Armen blinked. “No.” 


“I’m not supposed to be here,” Ravi said. “I was sent to 
Block A.” 


“I know. | had you transferred.” 
Ravi narrowed his eyes. “Why?” 
Armen shrugged. “I wanted you in my department.” 


Ravi’s mouth gaped. “You actually brought me to the torture 
ward?” Despite himself, the perfidy struck him like a punch 


in the gut. 


“It was the only way to keep you safe.” Armen looked 
serious despite the absurdity of his statement. 


“Safe. In interrogation.” 


“The men in the holding pens in Block A...they can be 
brutal.” Armen looked away. 


He stared at the wall intensely. 


“Not like an interrogator,” Ravi snapped. His heart raged 
with so many divergent emotions. Weird relief to sit with 
Armen again, to see him, after searching for so long. 


Anger, that this was where he had ended up, betraying 
everything he believed in. And hope, that if he could get 
Armen on his side, he stood a better chance of escaping. 


Ravi shook his head. “I never thought, in a million years, | 
would ever see you here.” 


“| didn’t expect to see you here either.” Armen’s curiosity 
was obvious. He looked at Ravi expectantly. Armen smelled 
strongly masculine, noticeable in the sterile room. 
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“So after all these years, you decided that the Council 
deserves the power it stole after all? That it was right to 
lead a coup against the government, and seize control? To 
remove all citizen rights and form its own military? That’s all 
fine with you now?” Ravi’s voice shook in his rage. 


Armen’s expression hardened. “We’re not here to talk about 
me. We’re here to talk about you.” 


“Oh, are the niceties over? Has the interrogation begun?” 


Armen sighed, annoyance flickering across his eyes. Ravi 
felt another surge of desire. 


He had forgotten how much he loved seeing Armen riled up. 
Flustered, Armen exposed a part of himself that he usually 
concealed under his aloof exterior. It was hard to get to the 
unwound Armen unless he was either passionate or pissed. 


“I’m not going to interrogate you,” Armen said, sounding 
exasperated. “I’m not even going to ask what the hell you 
are doing here. | just wanted to move you somewhere 
Safer.” 


“Out of this prison would be safest.” Ravi forced his mouth 
into a crooked grin. 


Armen smiled back sadly. “I wish | could.” 


“I’m sure you can,” Ravi said. “It’s just a matter of whether 
or not you want to.” 


“It’s not that simple.” 


“Worried about losing your job?” Ravi spoke before he could 
censor himself. 


“Of course not,” Armen answered. “If it were just me, then... 
Ravi, | would let you go this very instant.” Armen rubbed his 
hand over his face. He looked weary. The years had been 
good to his body, but hard on him personally. There was a 
hollowness behind Armen’s eyes. 


Armen sighed. “l'Il see what I can do.” 


“Really?” Ravi reached out and touched Armen’s knee. He 
was surprised by the hardness of the flesh under the 
uniform. 


Intimate Traitors 
31 


Armen’s hands were loose in his lap, though they shifted as 
Ravi touched him. If Ravi could get them closer, get Armen 
exposed and enthralled, it would be easy to steal the 
identband information. Ravi stroked his hand up Armen’s 
thigh slowly. 


“How’s Petals?” Armen suddenly asked. 


Ravi’s mind blanked in incomprehension, and then he 
snorted. “Our turtle? Dead, I’m sorry to say.” 


Armen looked surprisingly wounded by this information. His 
eyes got glassy. “How?” 


Ravi shrugged. “She got sick. She developed some problem 
in her lungs. | woke up one morning and she was dead in 
her terrarium.” 


Armen frowned. Ravi squeezed Armen’s thigh. “You know, 
you always did care for that damned turtle too much.” 


“She was a tortoise.” Armen reached out and put his hand 
over Ravi’s. His skin was cold. 


“Tortoise, turtle, whatever. You should have taken her with 
you if she mattered that much to you.” 


“I couldn’t keep her in boot camp.” 


“What did you expect me to do with her when | left for my 
post, then?” 


“I don’t know.” Armen clenched his jaw. “I wasn’t thinking 
that far in advance. | was still under the impression that 
we'd be together.” Armen sounded wounded, and Ravi’s 
conscience flared in response. He used to care about 
Armen’s feelings so it was hard to turn off that compassion 
now. He stood between Armen’s legs and reached out to 
stroke Armen’s face. 


Armen tensed and then gripped Ravi to him, embracing him 
with desperate ardor. He leaned into Ravi’s body, his hunger 
palpable. It was going to be almost too easy to steal 
Armen’s ident codes. 
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Armen’s pulled back to cradle Ravi’s face. “I realize you 
probably won't believe anything I say right now, but I have 
no intention to harm you.” Armen’s voice lowered. 


“Quite the opposite actually.” 


The low, gravelly tone of Armen’s voice knocked something 
loose in Ravi’s heart, sent it fluttering through his 
bloodstream. 


Ravi leaned closer to whisper. “Are we being monitored?” 
“No.” Armen’s fingers dug into Ravi’s shoulders. 


“Then | must say, even though I despise your career choice, 
you look fucking gorgeous in a black uniform.” Ravi smiled. 


Armen grabbed Ravi by his shirt and pulled him forward into 
an almost bruising kiss. 


Ravi opened his mouth, and Armen pressed himself inside, 
thrusting his tongue with powerful need. 


Sensations Ravi had long forgotten -- comfort, love, 
companionship -- rushed through him, from that kiss down 
to his toes, filling him with the serene sensation of being 
home. He gripped Armen’s hair and pulled his mouth 
against his, harder. 


They kissed that way, Ravi clasping Armen’s head in place, 
until the need for Armen’s touch became overwhelming, and 
Ravi pushed closer to Armen’s body. 


Armen instantly stood, his strong arm wrapped around 
Ravi’s lower back. Without breaking their kiss, Armen led 
Ravi backward. Ravi followed, trusting that Armen knew 
where they were going. 


Armen pushed Ravi down, and he fell backward onto the 
room’s restraint chair. 


Alarm filled Ravi. Perhaps this was all a setup for the 
interrogation after all? 


But then Armen leaned back down and kissed him with 

breathless force. His hands began to unbutton Ravi’s cotton 
Shirt, each inch of flesh exposed given a tender stroke of his 
palm, as if Armen were memorizing Ravi’s body once more. 
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The chair was hard but not terribly uncomfortable, although 
the image of himself trapped within it made Ravi anxious. 
He reminded himself he had to get Armen excited, careless, 
so that he could scan his identband. 


“You can fuck me if you want to,” Ravi whispered. 


Armen let out a low groan. Ravi smiled. He had forgotten 
how responsive Armen was to mere language. 


Ravi stretched his arms out on the arm rests, and suddenly 
the automatic restraints snapped shut around his cuffs, 
locking his arms in place. Fear filled him again. 


“It’s all right,” Armen whispered in response to Ravi’s 
reaction. “I can release them if you want.” His pulse beat 
wildly in his throat, and his pupils were large and black with 
arousal. 


Ravi gave him a slow smile. “I trust you.” He flexed against 
the restraints. “Now I can’t go anywhere. What are you 
going to do to me?” 


Armen stood above Ravi, breathing heavily, his face flushed, 
lips swollen from their kisses. He looked fucking gorgeous -- 
and dangerous now. Ravi didn’t miss the glint in his eye 
when Armen took in Ravi’s restrained arms. 


Armen leaned down and finished pulling Ravi’s shirt open. 
He ran his hands along Ravi’s flesh, and as he skimmed 
over the restraints, Ravi felt the soft warmth of his 
downloader implant heat up with contact. 


“Do that again,” Ravi groaned, tilting his head back. 


Armen took the bait, leaning in to kiss Ravi’s neck as he 
brushed his hands up and down Ravi’s arms. Each time his 
identband passed over Ravi’s wrist, he felt the heat of 
contact. 


Armen’s hands stroked Ravi’s bare chest, dipping 
downward. He ran one palm firmly over the fabric covering 


Ravi’s erection. 
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Sparks of sheer ecstasy flashed behind Ravi’'s eyelids. 
Armen plundered his mouth again, breathless, all- 
consuming. 


Ravi broke the kiss to lick Armen’s ear. “Do you have any 
lube?” 


Armen laughed. “Not standard equipment for interrogations, 
sorry to say.” Armen gave him a lascivious grin. “I’m sure | 
can find other ways to take your mind off your recent 
incarceration.” 


“Kiss me again?” Ravi asked huskily. 


Armen complied, kissing him with slow and lazy swipes of 
his tongue as he ran his fingers along the waistband of 
Ravi’s trousers. 


Ravi’s eyes fluttered closed. “Oh.” 


Armen’s hands reached behind him, and Ravi lifted his hips 
so that Armen could pull his trousers loose. Armen yanked 
them off Ravi’s legs. 


Ravi looked down at himself, strapped to the restraint chair, 
completely naked. The sight was strangely compelling. 


Armen, breathing raggedly, stared down at Ravi’s exposed 
cock. His eyes were glazed with desire. He obviously found 
this position as much of a turn-on as Ravi did. Ravi spread 
his legs wider, exposing himself wantonly, his hands 
clenching and unclenching under the restraints. 


Armen knelt between Ravi’s spread legs and inhaled deeply. 
Armen had always loved the smells of sex, and Ravi 
watched him run his nose along Ravi’s soft inner thighs. He 
brushed his fingers through the dark patch of Ravi’s pubic 
hair, and gently closed a fist around the thickness of his 
Shaft. 


“This feels like | remember it.” He lazily stroked Ravi. Ravi’s 
heart beat frantically, making his entire body shake. 


“Harder,” Ravi whispered, his own voice gravelly with 
desire. 
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Armen stroked with more force. He used his palms to urge 
Ravi’s legs wider. He kissed the top of Ravi’s cock, and then 
Slowly sank the fullness of him into his mouth. Ravi had 
forgotten how good this felt, the way his large cock would 
stretch Armen’s mouth wide, the tightness of Armen’s lips 
as he worked to pull Ravi’s cock deep into his throat. It was 
a struggle. Ravi’s cock was long and heavy, but Armen 
always strove to accommodate him, opening his mouth, 
forcing Ravi’s cock deeper, into the base of his throat, with a 
look of concentration. Ravi arched upward and groaned. 


As Armen sucked Ravi, he trailed his right hand upward, 
caressing Ravi’s neck, his fingers brushing against Ravi’s 
lips. Ravi sucked in Armen’s fingers avidly, pulling them into 
his mouth and coating them with saliva. 


Ravi scooted further down, pushing his butt out and lifting 
his legs higher. He rested his feet on the arm rests. It wasn’t 
comfortable, but the effect was instantaneous. Armen 
groaned, running his hands over Ravi’s exposed ass. Ravi 


looked down at himself, and saw Armen kneading his ass, 
the loose hang of his testicles, the throbbing hardness of his 
cock glistening with saliva, a drop of precum oozing from 
the tip onto his belly. And he was strapped down, helpless. 
Armen could do anything to him. 


Armen brought his wet fingers down to Ravi’s hole. He 
circled it slowly and then gently worked one finger inside, 
his other hand stroking the underside of Ravi’s exposed 
thigh. His finger slipped past the tight ring of muscle, and 
Ravi felt his body open, pull him inside. 


“Armen...” 


Ravi thrust his ass out further. Armen pushed his finger in 
deeper, pulling it in and out, circling and stretching. 


“More?” he asked huskily. 


Ravi nodded. He watched as Armen licked his middle finger 
and then gently pushed that inside of him as well. Ravi felt 
his skin stretched to aching fullness. Every part of him 36 
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loosened, turned hot and liquid, as Armen fucked him with 
his fingers, scissoring them inside to spread him wider. 


Armen leaned forward and captured Ravi’s cock with his 
mouth once more. Ravi pushed his ass out even further so it 
was nearly hanging off the chair. Armen plunged his fingers 
inside, frigging him hard enough to cause Ravi’s ass to lift 
from the chair, only his restrained arms pinning him in 
place. Armen stroked Ravi’s prostrate, and a burst of 
ecstasy shot through Ravi. He writhed in the chair with a 


gasp. 


“Oh, God!” he cried, unable to stop himself. He wanted 
more. More fingers, more fullness, he wanted Armen to 
possess him utterly. 


Armen timed the thrusts of his fingers with the slide of his 
lips around Ravi’s cock. 


One deep, turning stroke caused Ravi to cry out and 
suddenly he burst, his cum shooting down Armen’s throat. 
He watched Armen swallow repeatedly, his Adam’s apple 
bobbing in his throat as he drank Ravi down. 


For a moment, Ravi didn’t move. He didn’t want to let this 
moment go, the feeling of being inside Armen’s mouth after 
all these years, of Armen’s fingers hot and thick within him. 


But his legs were beginning to cramp at such an angle, and 
he slowly lowered them from the armrests. Armen looked 
just as reluctant to let the moment go, leaving his fingers 
buried in Ravi’s ass a moment longer, before slowly pulling 
them out. With one last lick of Ravi’s cock, Armen sat back 
on his knees and smiled up at Ravi, looking tired and 
pleased. 


The overpowering affection he once had for Armen returned. 
The sight of him sitting there between Ravi’s legs, flushed, 
lips swollen...it made Ravi recall all the feelings he once had 
for this man. 


“Only you can do that to me,” Ravi gasped. “In all these 
cities, in all these years, only you.” 
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Armen flushed with pride. He stood awkwardly, his own 
erection pressing against his trousers. 


Ravi looked at himself, naked, spread legs, restrained ina 
torture chair. He had a sudden, burning need to get his arms 
free. 


“If you unlock the cuffs, | can suck your cock,” he told 
Armen. 


Armen didn’t hesitate. He immediately reached to the back 
of the chair and snapped free the restraints. He unzipped his 
trousers and pulled out his straining member. 


It was odd, not seeing any other part of Armen’s nudity but 
this, this large, hard flesh, protruding through the dark 
fabric of his uniform. Armen stood between Ravi’s legs, 
stroking himself until Ravi sat forward and pulled Armen 
closer, his hands warm against Armen’s cold buttocks. He 
pulled Armen’s long shaft into his mouth. 


All these years, and the feeling was just as good as Ravi 
remembered it -- velvety skin over hard, heated flesh. 


He worked Armen with slow, soft movements. He did not 
ravish him the way Ravi had been ravished. He savored 
every second, stretching the moment out, eyes closed and 
devout, as if praying to Armen’s erection. 


Armen came quietly, his legs trembling with the force of his 
ejaculation. He looked down at Ravi, and his eyes seemed 
glazed with joy. 


“I’ve missed you,” he whispered, so faintly that Ravi 
wondered if the words were even meant for him. Ravi 
wrapped his arms around Armen’s waist and rested his head 
on his abdomen. 


Ravi tried to resurrect the repulsion he had felt when he first 
saw Armen in the room. 


But clasping him so tenderly, as Armen ran a hand through 
his hair, Ravi found none of his former resentment. 


At last, however, Armen sighed and stepped away. He 
handed Ravi his trousers. Ravi stood and pulled them on, 
and buttoned his shirt. As Armen tucked his cock back into 
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trousers and straightened his own appearance, his 
expression drew back within him. Where there had been 
open honesty before, now only the uniformed interrogator 
seemed to remain. 


Yes, Armen could still suck cock like a champion, but he was 
the enemy now. 


Armen straightened his tie, and then took his coat back 
from Ravi's shoulders. 


“I should settle you into your cell,” he said quietly. 


Reality was back, brutal and frightening, and Ravi merely 
nodded in response. 


“I wish there was more | could do for you,” Armen said. He 
reached out and touched Ravi’s shoulder. 


Ravi hugged him. Armen gripped him tightly. 


“I still love you, you know,” Ravi whispered into his ear. 
“Always have, and always will.” 


Armen kissed him. “I will take care of you,” he said. He used 
the same, serious tone he had always reserved for his 


cause. “I Swear.” 
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Chapter Four 


The first thing that Armen did when he got home was search 
through his kitchen, pulling out a rarely-used saucepan and 
removing the messenger he kept hidden inside. 


There were no messages for him from Ryan, his contact, but 
Armen had several for him. 


Armen unfolded his data screen and went through his notes. 
Every night, he listened to the recordings from his 
surveillance equipment and made note of any revelation of 
importance that could affect the strategy of the resistance. 
Armen tried to keep the secrets of the movement 
Suppressed, but the fallout from those that were leaked 
without him was at least tempered by his advance warning. 


Know about planned Wed bombing at court house. Armen 
typed as he read over his notes. ID of contact in natl library 
breeched. | as 


r Abihavi’s ID exposed. Matthew Claris’s ID 
exposed. 

Armen paused, and then wrote, 

P 

Key holde at Sardek. Will find. Meet in one week at 
café. 
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Armen sent the text and then put the messenger back in his 
saucepan. He wasn’t leaving himself much time to find the 
prisoner with the keychip, but he knew the resistance had to 
be frantic about the man’s disappearance. 


Having taken care of pressing business, Armen took a 
shower and then began his workout routine, lifting weights 
and then unleashing upon the punching bag in his living 
room. It dominated the small space, but it wasn’t as though 
Armen had ever worried about the impression it gave. He 
spent little time in his small apartment across the street 
from Sardek. The housing barracks were provided by the 
Council, and so being “home” never felt very homey at all; 
in reality, it was just an extension of the prison itself, with 
less security and cheap shag carpet on the floors. 


The steady sound of his strikes as he punched the bag had 
always seemed a respite before, away from the cries of the 
imprisoned, the harshness of the men around him. But a 
subtle change affected everything now, now that he had 
been with Ravi again. This solitary act of violence came as a 
mockery, something he never sought after and clung to as a 
false refuge. 


Armen went to bed, but his dreams were plagued by the 
faces of the men who had been executed that day from 
Block A, and, in his dreams, their faces were often replaced 
with Ravi’s. Unable to sleep, he stared up at the ceiling. The 
feeling of Ravi’s touch still lingered on his skin. How long 
had it been since someone had just hugged him? He had 
missed it so much, this small, familiar gesture. It made him 
feel human again. Made him feel. 


And for the first time, Armen questioned his decision to 
leave Ravi behind and take on this mission. He had not truly 
appreciated how the loneliness would tear at his spirit. He 


became good at his job, spending so much time hiding his 
true emotions that he hardly ever felt them anymore. He 
had lost the sensation of feeling. 


But now, alone in the darkness of his lifeless, meaningless 
room, he pondered whether or not he would have made the 
choice to stay with Ravi if he had been aware of how much 
he would be sacrificing. 
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After their first furious night together, Armen and Ravi had 
spent the next month screwing every opportunity they had. 
They were not close; they were just fuck-buddies. Ravi was 
self-assured and cocky and brash, and Armen still spent his 
days steadfastly tending his classes and writing in secret to 
higher members of the resistance, who were crafting his 
career path. At night, however, the two of them came 
together in a fury of sexual release. 


At some point, the dynamic shifted. It became softer, more 
familiar. Quick fucks turned into sleepovers, which turned 
into lazy Saturday breakfasts, and then stretched into long 
weekends, the two of them kicking a football together on 
the university green, or studying together in the library, or 
cooking dinner. Armen would return to his dorm room and 
find Ravi already there, under his covers, reading. Armen 
would skip class to attend Ravi’s hockey matches, and then 
Ravi left the field with him, abandoning the prospect of 
parties and an evening carousing with friends. 


But over the following year, as they grew closer, the 
demands from the resistance increased. When Ryan asked 
Armen to leave university early, only one semester away 
from graduation, Armen hadn't hesitated. He took the job. 


And when he found out he was to be consigned to the 
Capital to join the Council’s army, he hadn’t even considered 
that Ravi would resent his decision. 


But as soon as Ravi found out, he grew distant. Armen at 
first assumed it was because he was pissed at Armen for not 
graduating, or because now they couldn’t open that 
restaurant they had discussed starting. Instead, Ravi simply 
broke up with him, his expression glassy but resolute. 


Armen had been so hurt and pissed at the time that he had 
simply boarded a bus to the capital and hadn’t looked back. 
Armen often wondered what Ravi had thought of him then. 


He knew clearly what he thought of Armen now. He hadn't 
missed Ravi’s initial look of disgust at seeing Armen in 
Council uniform that day. He had wanted to tell Ravi the 
truth so badly that the words burned in his throat, and he 
had to force himself not to speak. 
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Because he had no idea who Ravi really was anymore. He 
couldn’t tell Ravi about his plans, back then, because he 
wasn’t in the resistance. And now, he was even more a 
stranger, six years between them. Armen didn’t know who 
Ravi’s friends were or even what side of the conflict he was 
on. 


There was no point in trying to sleep anymore. He had found 
more solace in that uncomfortable screw in the interrogation 
room than in a year of living in this soulless building. And, if 
he wasn’t going to sleep, the least he could do was work. 


Armen dressed in a clean uniform and made his way back to 
Sardek. 


After all, he had sacrificed not only Ravi but also his own 
humanity for it. He might as well make it worthwhile. 


* OK OK OK OX 


The prison was quiet when Armen walked through the gates. 
At the officer’s entry, he held out his identband and the 
scanning beam registered his presence, his identband 
clicking in response. The night guards waved at him sleepily 
from their posts. 


Armen was surprised to see Officer Ivan Gorowski, one of 
the interrogators, in their office despite the late hour. 


“Hi commander,” Ivan said, smiling as he swiveled in his 
chair. 


“What are you doing here so early?” 


Ivan shrugged. “Warden’s orders. We’re moving to twenty- 
four hour interrogations until the key holder is found. Sorry if 
I’m invading your privacy.” 


“Not a problem. How’s it going?” 


Ivan snorted. “Three men. Eight hours. Zero info. How about 
you?” 


“Just getting ready to start again.” Armen sat at his desk 
and pulled out his screen. He liked Ivan. He was one of 
those decent men who found themselves almost by 
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working for the Council. He had a large family to worry 
about, and he feared the law. He was a perfect stooge for 


the regime. 


But that didn’t make him a bad person altogether. Ivan was 
one of the few co-workers that Armen spent time with 
outside of work. They discovered a mutual love of spicy food 
and followed long nights at Sardek with trips across the 
district to the best noodle restaurant in the capital. 


But Ivan’s presence in the office meant that Armen couldn’t 
check his surveillance equipment. He downloaded the files 
every morning onto a file on his identband, using a rustic 
but serviceable device that connected his bugging 
hardware. The device was kept in his locked drawer, and, 
with Simon’s suspicions toward him already raised, Armen 
did not dare to pull out the equipment with anyone else in 
the room, even someone as amenable as Ivan. 


Instead, Armen made his way down the Block to collect his 
first victim of the night. 


Inside the cells, the lights were always on. He passed by 
men snoring, men tossing and turning, men pacing the cells. 
He paused outside Ravi’s cell, watching him. 


Ravi suddenly sat up in bed, staring at the door, cocking his 
head to the side as if listening. The door was only see- 
through in one direction, so Armen knew Ravi couldn’t see 
him. But he somehow sensed him. Armen longed to go in 
there, to talk to him, sit with him. 


But there were plenty of cameras and monitors in the 
hallways and one in Ravi’s cell. 


He couldn’t risk it. He left to fetch his prisoner, and by the 
time he passed by Ravi’s cell once more, Ravi had fallen 
back asleep. 


Armen spent several hours with his prisoner, probing 
methodically with questions, but the man revealed no 
information about the key, nor did he respond to the code 
phrase. 


Armen tried another member of the resistance, and another, 
each interrogation lasting longer, his frustrations rising. But 
he was doing no better at finding the key holder than the 
other interrogators were. 
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Around four a.m., Armen questioned George Santos, the 
man Simon had interrogated the day before. 


Santos had clearly had his fill of interrogations yesterday. 
His right eye was swollen shut, his bottom lip was cut, and 
he had small burn marks up and down his arms from the 
electrodes. 


By the time Armen got him in the restraint chair, Santos was 
Shaking so badly that Armen had to struggle to hold his 
arms still for the cuffs to snap closed. 


“Mr. Santos,” Armen began. He pulled up his stool and sat 
across from him. “I want you to forget whatever happened 
to you yesterday. | am a different person, with a different 
investigation style. | want you to speak to me like old friends 
meeting while traveling on a long voyage.” 


Santos’ eyes widened and he sucked in his breath. 


“The voyage may be long but the reward will be worth the 
distance traveled,” Santos whispered back, his voice 
Shaking. 


Armen smiled, relieved. He leaned closer. “I’m not going to 
hurt you.” 


“Are you...” Santos licked his lips. “Are you going to tell the 
resistance that | broke?” 


Tears welled in his eyes. “Yesterday... | told that other man... 
| told him where the next bomb will be placed.” 


“I'll inform them their location is compromised. Don’t worry. 
They won’t blame you. 


They are very aware of what happens in here.” 


Santos started crying. Armen walked to him and unfastened 
his restraints. Santos reached out and grabbed Armen’s 
hand, holding it within both of his own. 


“I’m sorry! I’m so sorry!” 
“It’s all right. But listen, we don’t have much time.” 


Santos let him go, wiping his eyes. “Yes. What do you need 
from me?” 


“Do you have the satellite key?” Armen asked. 
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Santos shook his head. 

“Do you know who does?” 


“No. | was working in a different cell -- explosives. | knew 
the keychip was stolen, but | don’t know who did it. I’m 
telling the truth.” 


Armen nodded. “I know. Thank you. That’s all | needed to 
find out from you.” 


Santos’s expression faltered. “Listen... am | going to be let 
go now?” 


Armen frowned. “I’m afraid not.” 
“Can you get me out of here?” 


“Not without blowing my cover,” Armen said softly. “I’m very 
sorry.” 


Santos closed his eyes. “The thing is... | only told that 
bastard where one of the attacks is going to be. There are 
four more scheduled. I’m afraid... | think if | go through that 
again...” 


Armen rubbed his hand over his face. “I can help you, 
George. But you have to be prepared to sacrifice everything 
for the cause. Are you willing to give your life for the 
resistance? To keep those secrets safe?” 


Santos straightened in his chair. “Of course. | swore an oath. 
| would rather die than help these assholes any further.” 


“Good.” Armen stood and reached out for Santos’ arm. 
Santos offered it to him hesitantly. “Because I’m going to 
give you something now. It’s painless. It’s untraceable. And 
you are going to be dead by morning. Do you understand 
me?” 


A fascinating kaleidoscope of emotions appeared on 
Santos’s face. Horror, relief, resignation, and pride -- they all 
fought as Santos came to terms with being offered an 
immediate death sentence. Armen schooled his own 
expression into one of kind determination. Santos, like 


countless men before him, looked to Armen to be the face of 
the resistance, the hope for the future. A future that would 
be without them. 
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“The people will never forget this sacrifice,” Armen 
whispered. He squeezed Santos’s shoulder. “I will never 
forget it.” 


Santos nodded. “Give it to me.” 


Armen hugged Santos brusquely. To his surprise, Santos 
hugged him fiercely back, his body quivering. 


Before Santos had a chance to change his mind, Armen slid 
the needle from his ring while they still embraced and 
pushed it through the skin of Santos’ neck. Santos flinched 
and pulled back, covering the spot with his hand. 


“That’s it.” Armen folded the needle back into his ring. “I'll 
take you back to your room.” He hesitated. “Do you have 
someone special? A wife? Husband? Parents?” 


“My wife. Luisa.” Santos walked with Armen to the door, 
calmer now that the decision was made. “Can you tell her | 
love her?” 


Armen nodded. “I promise. Please turn around; | have to put 
the cuffs back on until we get to your room.” 


Santos obliged, and as they walked, Santos stopped 
Shaking, and his posture straightened, his honor and fear 
tightening Armen’s throat. Armen had walked the last walk 
with countless men before, men he condemned by his own 
hand. Some of them regretted their decision within seconds. 


But many, like Santos, felt pride in their sacrifice. His 
courage gave Armen the strength he needed to continue. 


Once back in his cell, Santos turned to ask Armen a 
question. Armen immediately shook his head and glanced at 
the camera. 


“Good night,” Santos said instead. He smiled. 
“Sleep well, Mr. Santos,” Armen said softly. 


The door locked automatically behind him. He was no closer 
to the key, and another good man would be dead by 
morning. 


But at least one more secret was safe. Armen had to take 
pride that. 
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Chapter Five 


Back in his cell, Ravi waited for the lights to go out, but 
several hours after his last meal, he realized they were 
going to stay on permanently. Resigned to it, he curled 
under the thin blanket on his bed, hiding from the room 
camera, and massaged the implant in his arm. 


A sharp pain blossomed behind his eyes, and then his optic 
receptor kicked in. The implant was synchronized to pick up 
his bioelectric impulses, and suddenly images flashed in his 
mind. The files had cryptic numeric names, so Ravi had to 
open each one. 


To his dismay, Ravi found he had downloaded surveillance 
recordings. He opened and viewed each file, but everything 
contained logs of long, drawn-out interrogations within 
those terrible rooms. He did not pick up Armen’s voice in 
any of the files, which was somewhat of a relief, but he did 
wonder why Armen had the surveillance of other 
interrogators stored on his identband. It was particularly 
curious considering that the interrogation rooms were 
automatically cleared of surveillance dust-eyes. 


The problem with his implant was that Ravi had little control 
over what it randomly downloaded without being plugged 
into Armen’s actual system. Now all he could do was tag 48 
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the files he’d already downloaded, and effect a code which 
would tell the downloader to ignore similar files the next 
time it made contact with the identband. 


He was going to have to try the download again and have 
longer contact. 


Ravi smiled to himself. That wasn’t going to be unpleasant. 
At least it would be something to look forward to. 


Ravi looked over the rest of the files again, partly to see if 
there was anything he could use to escape, partly because 
he had nothing else to do and was bored. He hadn't realized 
how wearying most of interrogation work was. A question 
was asked, answered, and then asked again. 


There was one file that looked to be an access code to the 
camera system. Ravi crawled out of bed and then waved his 
arm near the camera, but he could not get close enough to 
link into the system. 


Temporarily defeated, Ravi paced the room. Without other 
distractions, Ravi started reminiscing about meeting Armen 
again. While his disappointment that Armen had turned out 
be a hypocritical bastard had not faded, the edge was taken 
off by the fact that, underneath that exterior, Ravi 
recognized the person he used to know when he touched 
him. Ravi closed his eyes and once again savored the sight 
of Armen before him, exposed and trusting and so 
desperately hungry for Ravi’s touch. 


It was a Shame that he was going to have to leave Armen 
behind. But Ravi couldn’t stay here, not for him, not for 
anyone. He needed to get out, and quickly. If he had to use 
Armen to make it happen, then so be it. 
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Chapter Six 


Since Armen’s failure with Santos, he hadn’t stopped 
interrogating. He interviewed another half a dozen men, 
even a few from Block A, and he still learned nothing of 
substance regarding the key. 


In the afternoon, Armen took his lunch break, failing to enjoy 
a prison sandwich. As he ate, he poured over his old 

records. For every Official interrogation report, he recalled 
the other clues, the hidden information he never shared, 
and hoped that the review would trigger a memory, lead 
him closer to the man he needed to find by the end of the 
week. 


His sandwich was greasy, the cheese waxy and flavorless. 
Armen remembered how his mother used to complain about 
the dairy products under the Council’s rationing program. 


After the six leaders of the Council overthrew the 
democratically-elected parliament and established martial 
law, other nations enforced embargos and imports no longer 
arrived from abroad. Although the original purpose of the 
coup was to address the corruption and rising costs of basic 
necessities under the old government, the new Council’s 
own attempt at ruling the country had come with its own set 
of new and even more egregious problems. People still 
starved. The only difference was that the Council strictly 
enforced a rationing program, under the guise of keeping 
starvation at bay. They all had to suffer through their own 
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ingredients. Ivan once jokingly told Armen that every bite 
taken of local cheese was an act of patriotism in itself. 


Armen recalled the time that one of his friends in the 
resistance, who had snuck back into the country from 
abroad, gave Armen a small, paper-wrapped bundle of soft 
goat cheese. 


Armen had immediately rushed to Ravi’s house. Once Ravi 
saw the treasure, he gathered his cooking gear in a sack 
and insisted that they go to Armen’s dorm room, fearful that 
one of Ravi’s half-dozen roommates would intrude on their 
indulgences. 


Cooking in the dorms was not allowed, but they had made 
do on other occasions with a small hot plate. Now Ravi 
pulled out his frying pan and ingredients from his own 
kitchen, coating the cheese with egg and then dipping it 
into bread crumbs before frying it in oil. 


They ate the cheese on crackers, and it was the most 
delicious meal Armen could remember. They laughed like 
little kids as they licked the plate, and then of course their 
companionship devolved into something even more primal, 
following the great meal with one of the best fucks that 
Armen could remember. 


Even now, Armen could smell the rich, buttery scent of 
melted cheese, of toasted bread, and the scent 
overwhelmed the dreary blandness of the prison, of his 
uninspiring meal. Even though it didn’t make his present 
Sandwich any better, the memory left Armen tingly and 
happy and so he finished his meal anyway. 


On his way back to his office, he walked by Ravi’s cell. He 
was pacing, his hands clenching and unclenching with each 
step. 


The desire to talk to him, to touch him, was overwhelming, 
and before he really thought of what he was doing, Armen 


unlocked the door and stepped inside. 


Ravi turned quickly, and his expression softened the 
moment they made eye contact. 


Armen stood between Ravi and the cell video camera. “I’ve 
come by to see if you’ve remembered a little more about 
that vacation you took with George Santos. It would be a 
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shame to have to drag you all the way back into the 
interrogation room for such a quick and easy answer.” 


Ravi frowned. “I don’t know.” 


Armen quickly reached out and shoved Ravi against the 
wall. With his back to the camera, Armen wordlessly 
reached between them and stroked Ravi’s crotch. 


Ravi breathed out heavily. “I don’t know.” 


“That’s unfortunate.” Armen shook his head. “It would save 
us both a lot of trouble if you just told me.” 


Ravi looked up, his eyes bright. “I told you. | don’t even 
know that guy.” 


“Hm.” Armen smiled. “We’ll see about that.” 


Ravi hastily reached out and rubbed his wrist against 
Armen’s. The touch was slight and furtive, and he 
immediately turned away. But that one touch bolted through 
every nerve in Armen’s body, filling him with longing. 


“lII see you this afternoon,” Armen warned. He left 
promptly, and hoped that the camera couldn’t catch his 


giddiness. 


* OK OK OK OX 


Simon was in their office when Armen returned. He leaned 
back in his chair, reviewing two screens at once. 


Armen said nothing to him, instead sitting at his own desk 
and making preparations to interrogate Ravi once more and 
falsify a report. Just the notion of taking Ravi into the 
interrogation room filled Armen with arousal, and he had to 
cross his legs as he sat in his seat. 


“You know, it’s interesting,” Simon said casually. He didn’t 
look up from his screens. 


“What is?” Armen asked. 
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Simon smiled coldly. “I’m looking at the reports we’ve both 
filed over the last six months, and actions that the Council 
took to follow up on details revealed. In almost every case, 
your interrogations have led to no arrests, no discoveries of 
contraband equipment, and have not benefited the country 
in any way. Everything your traitors tell you is false.” 


Armen shrugged. “I doubt your leads are much better. It’s 
the nature of the business. 


We only get one or two key facts from every dozen 
interrogations.” 


“Yes, but mine are different.” Simon sat up now, excitement 
animating him, making him jumpy. “In most cases, the army 
arrives to find the remains of hidden bases, or mere traces 
of a bomb cell’s activities. But they find evidence. The 


problem is, they are always just a little too late.” Simon’s 
glare was calculating. 


“What do you think that suggests?” Armen asked carefully. 


“I don’t know.” But the way Simon was smiling, his lips wet 
with saliva, Armen knew he was lying. “It just seems odd. 
Like someone is tipping them off.” 


Armen raised an eyebrow. “That, or you take too long to get 
results.” 


“Perhaps.” 


Armen turned back to his own screen. “Report it to the 
warden if you’re so concerned. 


He’s the person to investigate internal affairs.” 


Armen could feel Simon’s calculating gaze on his back, but 
he didn’t turn to make eye contact again. Eventually Simon 
departed for a scheduled interrogation, and Armen was left 
alone -- but too wary of Simon’s suspicions to risk reaching 
into his drawer to download his surveillance recordings. He 
would wait until he was sure Simon was out of the building. 


His nerves rattled, Armen decided he would at least meet 
with Ravi once more. This was less to check on Ravi’s 
health, and more to rectify his own. He needed the release 
his old friend provided, especially after Simon’s accusations. 
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As Armen escorted Ravi to the interrogation room, Ravi 
hung his head low, his dark bangs covering his eyes, 


shuffling his feet as he walked. But once Armen shut the 
door and the ventilation systems finished filtering the air, 
Ravi lifted his head, revealing a shine in his eyes anda 
smile that stretched from ear to ear. 


Ravi kissed Armen, wrapping his arms around Armen ina 
strong embrace. He smelled strongly of sweat and sleep but 
Armen didn’t care. Relief coursed through him at the 
contact. 


He kissed him back with equal fervor but then reluctantly 
pulled away. 


“Has anyone hurt you?” Armen asked. 


Ravi shook his head. “No one hurt me, but I can’t sleep with 
those damned lights blazing on all the time.” 


Armen smiled a little. Ravi was always a light sleeper. “I‘d 
turn off your light,” Armen said, “but the camera would 
detect it.” 


“Can you switch it off?” Ravi asked suddenly. He squeezed 
Armen’s arm. 


Armen frowned. “The guards will notice if the camera is off, 
and if they don’t, the warden himself will. He monitors the 
cameras personally.” 


“You could feed back an image,” Ravi pressed. “It’s 
something you used to know how to do. Before you sold 
your soul.” Ravi smirked. 


Pain flared through Armen at the accusation, but he 
suppressed it. “Even if | did, what about the dust-eyes? The 
prison air is choked with them.” 


“They take longer to process information. | don’t need much 
time. Just enough to jerk off and fall asleep.” 


Armen laughed. “Christ, Ravi, you can do that with the 
cameras on. Everyone else does, and besides, back in the 
day you used to love fucking in public.” 


Ravi smiled. “You hated it.” 
“I was never quite the exhibitionist you were.” 
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“It’s a pity, especially with the body you have now.” Ravi’s 
hand pressed against Armen’s cock, and Armen could feel 
heat spread through his body. “It’s selfish not to let other 
people marvel at it.” 


Despite himself, Armen flushed with the compliment. He 
wrapped his arms around Ravi once more and held him. 
Exhaustion tugged at him, made him want to sink into 
Ravi’s embrace and never let go. 


“You look tired,” Ravi said quietly. “Rough day at the office?” 


“Something like that.” Armen sighed. “We’re busy right 
now.” 


“Why was | captured, anyway?” Ravi asked suddenly. “They 
didn’t use to throw everyone walking by a protest into 
prison, you know. Now it’s the rage.” 


“The insurgents took a keychip for the Council satellite 
system,” Armen said. He pulled back to take in Ravi’s 
reaction. He wouldn’t interrogate Ravi, but he still looked for 
any glimmer of recognition. 


Ravi scowled. “You’re calling them insurgents now?” He 
pulled back. “Unbelievable.” 


Armen’s body felt chilled the second Ravi stepped away 
from him. 


Ravi walked around the room’s restraint chair, running his 
finger along the edge. He was silent a long time, hesitating. 
And then he glanced at Armen. 


“Do you have special training? To torture people like this?” 


Armen watched Ravi intently. “Yes. | soent four months 
learning interrogation techniques at the training center.” 


“Are you good at it?” 
Armen shrugged. “I get what | need.” 
“Are you violent?” 


Armen frowned. “Only when my life is in danger. I’m still the 
Same man, Ravi. I’m the same person you knew before.” 
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“Are you?” Ravi smirked, but there was a sadness in his 
eyes. He circled the chair once more. “Let me ask you this 
then. Have you killed anyone?” 


“Of course,” Armen said. Then he asked one of his own. “Did 
you go into linguistics?” 


Ravi’s eyes narrowed at the change of subject. “The Armen | 
knew would never have killed anyone,” Ravi said. 


“The Armen you knew was naive.” 


“That didn’t matter to me.” Ravi stood beside the restraint 
chair and crossed his arms, staring challengingly at Armen. 


Ravi was right. There was a time that Armen couldn’t 
imagine ever taking another life. 


But he was right as well. He had been naive. He thought he 
could save the world without getting his hands dirty. 


“No,” Ravi said. 


Armen looked at him. Ravi gave him a small smile. “I didn’t 
go into linguistics. After university | served my two years 
along the border, and then opened a restaurant in Calespi.” 


Armen smiled. “Did you use the menu we made that one 
night?” 


“Some of it, actually.” Ravi laughed. “Although I’m pretty 
sure we were both soundly drunk when we came up with 
that bamboo and breadstick salmon idea.” 


Armen laughed as well. “Do you still own it?” 


“No.” Ravi shrugged. “I wasn’t cut out for the business end 
of running a restaurant. 


Hated it, actually. I’m just not that responsible. All | wanted 
to do was cook. But | had to manage staff, offer fast service, 
and the damned customers kept wanting substitutions. | 
sold it and used the money to travel, going around the 
country, staying with friends. What was going to be a six 
month distraction turned into a way of life, | suppose.” 


“So you never settled down,” Armen said carefully. “Never 
hooked up with someone permanently.” He wasn’t sure he 
wanted to hear the answer. 
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Ravi shook his head. “No.” He smiled at Armen. “What 
about you? | take it you’re not married.” 


“| don’t have time. All | do is work.” 


Ravi scowled at the mention of work. Before he had an idea 
to ask any further questions, Armen stepped forward and 
gripped Ravi’s shoulders. He pulled Ravi tight against him 
and kissed him, hard. He needed to silence the questions, 
still the mounting tension between them. He gripped Ravi 
by his hair, holding him still as he slowly pushed his tongue 
inside his hot mouth. 


“We have another hour scheduled in this room. What do you 
want to do?” Armen whispered in his ear. 


Ravi’s eyes had glazed over, and his voice trembled slightly 
as he spoke. “I want you.” 


Armen kissed him again and then pulled back. “Say how.” 


“I want you...please.” Ravi pressed his entire body against 
Armen, and Armen could feel his rigid cock brush against 
Armen’s. 


“Say it.” Armen’s breath was raspy. 
“Fuck me.” 
Armen groaned. “Again.” 


Ravi clutched him. “Please fuck me. | want you to fuck me.” 


Armen gripped Ravi’s shirt and pushed him into the wall, 
trapping his body by grinding his hips against his. 


“Again.” Armen’s voice was hoarse. 


“Fuck me. Armen, fuck me.” Ravi’s voice grew ragged, and 
Armen shook with his desire. Still, he ground him against 
the wall, pressing hard, pulling Ravi’s head back and kissing 
his throat, as Ravi said the words over and over, working 
them both to such a state that they could barely breathe 
through their panting desire. 
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“Fuck my ass. Fuck me hard. Until | scream. Restrain me if 
you have to. Fuck me in the chair.” 


“Oh, fuck!” Armen couldn’t contain himself. He thought he 
would come from the words alone. He reached down and 
stroked his palm along Ravi’s cock as he kissed his mouth, 
and Ravi jerked in his arms, his entire body hot and 
trembling. He breathed loudly through his nose, and when 
Armen pulled away, Ravi was panting, his eyes large and 
glazed. 


Armen unbuckled his trousers and lowered them slightly, 
just enough for his straining cock to burst forward. He 
fumbled with Ravi’s trousers as well, pulling them lower, 
trapping his legs around his knees. Armen held out his palm 
and Ravi licked it, shuddering as he did so. 


Armen stroked them both together, each touch of his cock 
against Ravi’s causing a burst of explosive pleasure from his 


groin, up his spine. He couldn’t have enough contact. 
Ravi clung to him, shaking and breathing heavily. 
“Armen, make me come,” he whispered hoarsely. 


Armen pulled Ravi down with him, and turned him around, 
yanking down Ravi’s trousers completely to expose his 
backside. 


Ravi presented himself to Armen, and Armen’s body flushed 
at the sight. He crouched behind him and spread Ravi’s 
cheeks open, looking at his tight pink hole, his heavy, warm 
balls, the thickness and heat of his cock. The sight was so 
tempting Armen had no choice but to rub his cock along 
Ravi’s entrance, smearing his hole with precum. 


“Oh God...” Ravi pressed his ass further out, spreading his 
legs. “Yes. Fuck me. | beg you. Fuck me.” 


But Armen didn’t have lubricant and didn’t want to hurt 
Ravi, and instead he pressed his face forward and licked the 
underside of Ravi’s balls, tenderly sucking on the loose skin, 
his hands spreading Ravi’s ass wider as he sucked Ravi’s 
testicles into his mouth. 
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Ravi cried out. He lay down, but Armen did not stop licking 
him, moving instead to lie alongside Ravi, his head in Ravi’s 
crotch, sucking Ravi’s prick intently. 


Ravi reached out and lifted open Armen’s legs. Armen 
assisted, spreading his legs to allow Ravi to lower Armen’s 
trousers further, and expose his straining cock. 


He gasped as Ravi slid his lips down his shaft. They mirrored 
each other’s movements, Armen reaching round to grip 
Ravi’s buttocks tighter, spread his cheeks, drive his shaft 
into him. The sight of Ravi so displayed and the feel of 
Ravi’s silky tongue on his own cock inspired Armen to pulse 
his hips into Ravi’s face, hungry for more. 


“| love it when you fuck my mouth,” Ravi growled, and 
Armen groaned, clenching his eyes shut in ecstasy. Within 
moments it was over. He arched and came, pumping his 
seed down Ravi’s throat. 


He then felt Ravi’s release, a silent but powerful burst of 
slick saltiness upon his tongue. 


They lay there a moment longer, gasping for air, and then 
Ravi turned around and draped himself over Armen’s body. 
His skin was flush and warm, beaded with sweat despite the 
cool temperature of the room. 


Ravi raised his knee, showing off the red grate marks from 
the floor. They both laughed. 


“I think this may be the most uncomfortable place I’ve ever 
screwed,” Ravi declared. 


Armen shook his head. “No. Remember that time you had 
the great idea of sucking me off in that airplane bathroom?” 


Ravi laughed. “God. I’d forgotten that one.” 


“And the time we thought it would be great to do it on that 
cliffside at the beach?” 


“I got splinters from the driftwood,” Ravi said. 


“You deserved it, pervert.” 


Ravi clasped his hands with Armen’s, fingers intertwined, 
rubbing his arm along Armen’s in a slow, lazy motion. 
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How was it possible that after so much time apart Armen 
could feel so utterly comfortable once more with Ravi beside 
him? He had changed, no doubt about it. Armen was a 
different man, with a different life. Even now, he held 
secrets from Ravi and did not trust him enough to fully 
divulge his past. 


But even in this cold, unforgiving setting, Armen realized 
that Ravi had always been the only person he felt he could 
really talk to. For the first time in years, he was content. 


Ravi’s voice was muffled against Armen’s neck. “Are you 
going to get into trouble for not interrogating me?” 


“lam interrogating you,” Armen said. “Right now. Didn’t you 
notice? We've had a long discussion about the whereabouts 
of the insurgents’ secret base in the mountains, and you 
told me to fuck off, and | gave you some drugs, and then 
you told me some more details. At least that’s what I’m 
writing in my report this evening. Of course, the only way to 
be certain about your knowledge of the base is to bring you 
back for more questioning tomorrow.” 


Ravi smiled. “Bring some lube.” 


Armen laughed. “Lube, lube, lube. That’s all you fucking 
care about. Here you are, incarcerated, all freedoms and 
rights lost, and do you want access to a lawyer? No. Do you 
want better rations, or shoes, or a softer bed? Nope. Just 
lube.” 


Ravi chuckled against Armen’s throat. It tickled but Armen 
didn’t move. He liked the feeling too much. 


“You forget about the lack of freedom, hard mattress, and 
hungry stomach after a good fuck,” Ravi said. “This way, I’m 
curing all my ills at once.” 


Armen kissed him softly, on the lips. It was supposed to be 
brief and reassuring, but Ravi plunged his tongue deeper, 
Causing an immediate surge of pleasure down Armen’s 
spine. Their kiss intensified, and Armen could feel Ravi’s 
cock fill between them, growing rapidly. 


“We have to go,” Armen warned. 
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“Damn.” Ravi kissed him once more, and then pulled away. 
He studied Armen’s face, looking puzzled. “I just don’t get 
it,” he finally said. 


“Get what?” 
“You.” Ravi shook his head. “What you are doing here.” 


Armen pressed gently at Ravi’s shoulders so that he could 
sit up. Armen refastened his trousers. “You don’t understand 
the situation,” he said quietly. 


Ravi still stared at him. “Obviously.” 


Armen knotted his tie. Ravi reached out and stilled his arm. 
“Armen. What the hell happened to you?” 


Armen buttoned his shirt. “Nothing.” 


Ravi continued to stare at him pointedly. “Have you 
forgotten? Your father was gunned down by the military 


when you were only four. When you were eleven, you stood 
there and watched Council police drag your mother to 
prison for supposedly teaching anti-party ideology. For God’s 
sake, your own fucking mother was tortured by interrogators 
in a prison just like this one! How can you do this? After 
everything you used to believe in?” 


“Don’t,” Armen warned. 


But Ravi was relentless. His eyes burned. “How can you act 
like it doesn’t matter? You yourself told me about it. All 
those years in hiding as a boy, everyone too afraid to take in 
the son of revolutionaries? | haven’t forgotten anything 
about your past. Have you?” 


“Of course not,” Armen snapped. He swallowed back his 
emotions. “I remember.” 


“Then how can you stand to wear that uniform, look me in 
the eye, and tell me you are the same man?” 


Armen locked his teeth. He stared at Ravi, desperate for 
some way to get out of this conversation. Even if he could 
tell the truth, Armen doubted Ravi would understand why 
the cause was worth the sacrifices that needed to be made. 
It was more important than Armen, more important than 
even Ravi. 
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But he couldn’t stand the accusation in Ravi’s eyes. 


“You've betrayed your parents,” Ravi said quietly. “You’ve 
betrayed everyone.” 


Armen reached out and gripped Ravi’s thin arm, jerking him 
closer. “No,” he hissed. 


Armen realized he was squeezing and let go. “Sometimes 
you have better luck changing things from the inside,” 
Armen said at last. 


Ravi narrowed his eyes. “As an interrogator? No. | don’t 
believe you.” 


“With a position of power, | can protect people,” Armen told 
him. “I can help those that | care about. You, for example.” 


Ravi studied Armen’s expression. Armen looked away. He 
finished straightening his clothes. Ravi was silent, but finally 
began to dress as well. 


There was an awkwardness now between them. Armen 
stood at the door, hoping to find some words of 
encouragement, some way to coax back the spell that came 
over them both when they were coupling, an ignorance of 
place and circumstance, a temporary illusion that things 
were better than they were. 


“Can you turn off the lights so | can sleep?” Ravi asked. 
Armen hesitated. “They'll notice.” 


“Loop the camera. Just for an hour or two, when | get back 
to my cell.” Ravi slid his hand along Armen’s spine, causing 
him to shiver. “You said you chose this life to help people 
from the inside. So help me.” 


Armen had plenty of reasons not to do this. It was reckless, 
especially with Simon sniffing around for clues, and to 
endanger his cover for something as trivial as making Ravi 
happy was a terrible idea. 


On the other hand, looping cameras wasn’t something new 
to him. He had done it many times before, for his own 
purposes. As long as he was careful, they wouldn’t be 
caught. 
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Ravi’s look of anticipation infused him with purpose. He 
couldn’t save Ravi, but he could at least do this small thing 
for him, give him a moment of respite from the constant, 
critical gaze of the Council. 


Armen nodded. “Give me one hour after | put you in your 
cell,” he said. 


Ravi smiled, and suddenly, everything was all right between 
them once more. 


“And remember,” Armen cautioned, “the dust-eyes are still 
watching. You could pay for this later.” 


“It doesn’t matter.” Ravi’s eyes twinkled with mischief, and 
fora moment, Armen suspected him of some other plan. 


But that didn’t matter either. He returned Ravi to his cell, 
went to his surveillance equipment and then quickly altered 
the feed for Ravi’s camera. He connected to the master 
lighting controls and switched off the lights for Ravi’s cell, 
hoping he would be able to sleep for the little time their 
scheme allowed him. 


Armen took advantage of the quiet in his office to download 
the rest of his surveillance footage onto his identband, and 
then falsified his report about Ravi’s interrogation. 


By the time he finished, he was so tired he could barely 
stand. He slumped homeward, grateful that at least this 


night his own exhaustion would allow him to sleep through 
the bad dreams. 
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Chapter Seven 


As Ravi waited for the lights to go out, he wondered at 
Armen’s ready agreement to switch off the camera. It 
surprised Ravi; he had expected more of a fight. It 
suggested that Armen was familiar with breaking protocol at 
the prison, although what this really meant Ravi could not 
Say. 


The lights in his cell suddenly went out, and he was draped 
in relieving darkness. 


Using the optic receptor to search his downloaded files, Ravi 
was able to find the codes for the doors. They were all 
tagged with a four-digit number at the end. Ravi had a 
suspicion that this was Armen’s personal code, meaning 
that, if he got caught, the information leak could be traced 
back to Armen. 


The idea of Armen paying for Ravi’s escape hit him like a 
blow to the chest, but he could think of no other way to 
escape, and that was more important than Armen’s, or even 
Ravi’s, life. He had a promise to keep on the outside, and if 
he didn’t make it in time, more than just his own conscience 
would suffer. 


Ravi had to take the risk. A greater cause was at stake, and 
worth every sacrifice, although Ravi doubted that Armen 
would ever understand his steadfast devotion to a cause. 
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Ravi could only hope that, were his escape to lead to 
Armen’s downfall, Armen would one day forgive him, even if 
he did not understand. 


Moving quietly, hoping not to rile the dust-eyes, Ravi 
accessed the codes in his implant and polarized the locks on 
his cuffs. They opened like gaping jaws, and he shook his 
arms free. Although padded with a synthetic fiber on the 
inside, they were still heavy, and he felt lighter the moment 
they were off him. 


Ravi hid the cuffs under his blanket and then stepped up to 
the door of his cell. He swiped his implanted wrist against 
the door. 


It opened with a loud hiss, and Ravi tensed in surprise. He 
glanced down the hallway quickly, worried someone heard 
the noise. But no one was in sight. 


He walked briskly but did not run. He made his way to the 
end of the hall. When he saw the guard post by the 
entrance to Block B, he turned and walked the other way 
instead. 


At the end of the hall, he slid his wrist against the door and 
stepped into a darkened kitchen. 


The smell of solvents and cabbage wafted over him. 


Ravi navigated the darkness, anxiety making every shadow 
into the figure of a man. He moved along the wall, clinging 
to the darkness. He saw another locked door, and his 
implant opened it too, soundlessly. 


Now Ravi found himself in a corridor of small rooms. These 
doors were not locked, but they revealed little of use to 
anyone beyond the starving: freezers full of sides of beef, 
pantries stacked with cans, an entire room that smelled like 
old cooking oil. He steadily made his way through the 
corridor, until he reached an encouragingly well-barricaded 
door. 


Several cameras monitored the entrance, and Ravi’s implant 
warmed as it downloaded information from some nearby 
frequency tag. 


He crouched on the floor, in shadow, and checked the 
information on his optic reader. 


There was some form of scanner across the door, tracking 
identbands. He moved his arm Intimate Traitors 
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Slowly, starting at the floor, until the signal grew stronger. 
There was a beam across the middle of the door. 


Ravi cautiously stroked his wrist over the door panel, and 
the door opened loudly. He ducked carefully under the 
scanning beam, and then broke into a run. Fear, which had 
been a heavy, condensed, but contained object in his gut, 
suddenly burst apart, and now he fought to concentrate 
against the greasy flow of it in his veins. 


He was outside. Searchlights illuminated the entire façade 
of the prison, and guard post towers dotted the horizon. The 
air was cold and stung his bared skin. There was another 
fence around the facility, at least thirty feet high and 
buzzing with electricity. Ravi clung to the side of the 
building, although the lights offered no respite from view. 


Ravi’s throat tightened, and then he suddenly found it hard 
to breathe. The air felt thick and pollenous, choking with a 
swarm of dust-eyes. 


“Don’t move!” 


Ravi crouched and held his hands up. The sound of guns 
charging came from the darkness, and at once, he was 


surrounded by soldiers, their black uniforms making them 
only suggestions against the intensity of the white lights. 


Ravi was yanked upward by a long arm and then thrown 
down as if rejected. His nose smashed against the concrete, 
and the pain brought tears to his eyes. He blinked to clear 
his vision as his arms were violently pulled behind him. 
Someone swore at his lack of cuffs; then he felt his wrists 
lashed together with sharp plastic, the edge cutting into his 
flesh. 


Another man struck his face with the butt of his rifle, and 
Ravi collapsed awkwardly onto the ground, twisted and 
stunned. Ravi had been in a few fights but had never taken 
such a blow to the face, and he was almost amazed by the 
way the pain exponentially expanded, never becoming 
bearable, growing unceasingly, his body shuddering in 
panic. 


The soldiers pulled him upright again but Ravi’s knees 
buckled. They half-dragged, half-yanked him back into the 
building. There were no loud sirens or flashing lights 66 
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Signaling his attempted escape. The prison was just as silent 
as before, beguilingly sleepy in the darkness. 


For an irrational moment, Ravi found the slick black walls, 
the cool steel floors, beautiful. 


And then someone tasered him on the back of the neck and 
all became roiling pain, and then blankness. 


* OK OOK OK OX 


Consciousness was unwelcome, and his mind fought against 
it. There was a distant promise of pain, and then suddenly 


he was awake, and agony burst through him, radiating from 
his jaw. 


He opened his eyes. Everything was blurry for a moment, 
and then he took in the familiar shape of the interrogation 
rooms. Absurdly, he felt a flash of relief. 


And then he realized he was strapped down in one of those 
terrifying restraint chairs. 


He instinctively flexed against the restraints, his arms, his 
legs, even his torso, everything was neatly clamped down, 
providing just enough room to writhe. A cuff around his 
forehead made it impossible for him to turn his head, and 
seemed to exacerbate his foul headache. He could not see 
who else was in the room, but he knew that someone was 
there, just out of sight, and he was certain it was not Armen. 
He was naked, and the idea of someone undressing him 
while unconscious made his skin crawl with loathing. 


“Are you conscious?” 


The voice was surprisingly melodious. There was pleasure in 
his tone. 


Ravi swallowed. His throat was dry and sore from swallowing 
the swarm of dust-eyes. 


“We haven't had a prison break in two years,” the sweet 
voice continued. “The officers on the wall were thrilled. They 
were beginning to think of themselves as no use at all.” 


Intimate Traitors 


67 


Ravi was about to tell the interrogator to go fuck himself, 
but then realized that was just stupid. He had no power 
here. He was nothing. He had to survive, that was all, and 
so he would wait it out, see what happened next. 


The man in the room with him finally showed himself, 
walking around Ravi and then leaning against the steel 
table, arms crossed over his chest, looking smug. The black 
heaviness of his uniform seemed to reinforce Ravi’s exposed 
nudity. The officer had dark skin and short black hair like 
Ravi’s, and eyes that seemed to be aimed at Ravi’s brain. 


“My name is Officer Simon Dansk.” Dansk looked down at a 
thin screen laid out on the table. “And you are Ravi Jai, 
resident of Calespi, captured last week at the protest rally.” 


Dansk locked his eyes on Ravi’s. “Apparently you come to us 
with some friend on the inside.” 


Ravi blanched. A thrill of fear shot through Ravi as he 
thought of what he had just done to Armen. 


“We have a lot to talk about,” Dansk said calmly. He licked 
his thin lips and leaned forward, placing his hands on the 
chair’s arm rests. Ravi couldn’t retreat back, his head bolted 
in place. All he could do was flinch as Dansk leaned in so 
closely, Ravi could feel his breath against his nose, smell the 
garlic from Dansk’s supper. 


“But let’s start off with a simple question,” Dansk 
whispered, a bubbly excitement in his eyes. “Why don’t you 
tell me who turned off your room camera and let you 
through the back door?” 


Ravi said nothing. 


Dansk switched something on the back of the chair, and an 
ominous powering up noise filled the vacant room. And then 
Dansk began slowly, methodically, attaching wires with 
electrode clamps at the ends of them to his bare skin. 


The clamps pinched, but Ravi’s heart raced not from the 
pain, but the expectation of what those clamps could do. 
Dansk hummed to himself as he strategically placed each 
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electrode, several down each arm, in between Ravi’s 
fingers, on his tendons, his earlobes. 


With informal professionalism Dansk reached between 
Ravi’s restrained legs and lifted his scrotum, attaching 
another electrode to the tender skin. The pain was 
noticeable and Ravi had to breathe rapidly through his nose 
to keep from crying out. 


Dansk attached another to the tip of Ravi’s penis, and two 
more, one on each nipple, which also pinched with tingling 
discomfort. 


Panic welled in Ravi like a swirling storm, and he began to 
Shake badly now, swallowing often to control the vomit 
which threatened to rise. 


“Who turned off the camera and opened the door for you?” 
Dansk asked casually, in his sing-song voice, not even 
looking at Ravi. 


Ravi didn’t answer. Dansk slapped a silver card-shaped key 
on his belt, and then pain choked off Ravi’s breath. 


He bit his tongue as the electricity shocked through him, 
starting at intolerable and building to agony, and then he 


involuntarily screamed, in a voice he hardly recognized as 
his own. 


When the electricity stopped, Ravi couldn’t tell the 
difference at first, the pain was so staggering. He smelled 
his own burning flesh, and then he did vomit, blood from his 
bit tongue and his dinner shooting straight outward as his 
head was strapped to the chair. 


Dansk gave his first scowl. “Disgusting.” He stepped back. 
“That was just to loosen you up. Now, let’s start at the 
beginning.” 
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Chapter Eight 


There was a strange excitement at Sardek when Armen 
arrived at work the following morning. The entrance guards 
spoke in low, animated voices, their hands waving, and 
Armen instantly recognized the signs that he had missed 
some big event. 


There was a thrilled energy in the air whenever an inmate 
killed himself, or one of the guards was injured, or some 
other tragedy occurred that warranted a break in the 
monotony of regular prison life. Armen made his way to his 
office promptly, anxious about the grisly episode which the 
guards would no doubt recount for him in every lurid detail. 
Those were the hardest emotions for him to play, when his 
officers celebrated the gore of their profession and 
presumed he would join their schadenfreude. 


For once, Armen’s office was empty. Wasting no time, Armen 
immediately unlocked his desk and retrieved his 
surveillance system control. He rubbed his identband over 
the device so he could download and later listen to the 
playbacks in the privacy of his apartment. 


He noticed the status for the Room Five bug was blinking, 
which meant that the device was recording an interrogation 
at that very moment. 


Armen pulled up the work roster on his screen, and saw that 
none of the other investigators was due in for another thirty 
minutes. Only Simon was on duty, which meant 70 Astrid 
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he was the one in Room Five. Judging it safe enough to take 
the risk, Armen reached into his desk and pulled out his ear- 
bud, switching it to the channel for Room Five. 


A low, raw scream instantly filled Armen’s ears. He flinched. 
The walls of the interrogating rooms were insulated, so it 
was rare that Armen had to audibly endure the cruelty of his 
co-workers. Now he heard the prisoner’s rasp for breath, 
and a moan, low and dark, as though coming from the 
man’s very bones. 


“I bet that hurts like a motherfucker,” Armen heard Simon’s 
voice, slightly breathless himself with exertion and thrill. 
“The thing is, | can do that all day. | love doing that. And I’m 
going to keep doing that as long as | have to. The only 
person who can stop this is you.” 


Armen couldn’t hear what Simon did, but he knew 
instinctively that Simon was using electroshock torture, by 
the way the prisoner started with a sharp intake of breath, 
metamorphosed into an exhaled groan that increased in 
intensity, finally transforming into a frantic, begging scream. 


“Why were you at the rally?” Simon asked calmly. 
Only heavy, rasping breaths panted out of the man. 
“Why were you at the rally?” Simon asked again. 

“I was looking for someone...” 


The sound of Ravi’s voice shot a bolt of cold horror through 
Armen’s heart. Fear filled his lungs, made it difficult to 
breathe. Simon was torturing Ravi. Those inhuman screams 
had come from Ravi’s lips. 


“Who were you looking for?” Simon asked. 


“An old friend,” Ravi’s voice was hoarse. “An old boyfriend! | 
hadn’t seen him in years. 


| go to rallies to look for him, that’s all, | don’t give a fuck 
about the protest, about anything, | just wanted to find 
him.” 
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Armen ripped the ear-bud from his ears and threw the 
device in his desk. He sprinted down the hall to Room Five 
and slammed his hand against the door to unlock it. He 
stepped inside before the door had fully opened. 


“What the hell...?” Simon spun around. 


Armen grabbed Simon by the shirt and threw him against 
the wall. He punched Simon, laying him out flat. Armen 
yanked him upright, slamming his head back against the 
wall. 


“You son of a bitch!” he shouted. “Don’t fuck with my 
investigation!” 


The ferocity of Armen’s reaction stunned Simon. He blinked. 
“I was just -- “ 


“If you ever fuck with one of my prisoners again, | will strap 
you in that fucking chair myself! This man is critical to my 
investigation and now you've fucked up everything!” 


“But commander, he tried to escape the prison last night!” 


Armen spun around, staring at Ravi in shock. Ravi’s face 
was covered in blood and bruises, and he did not make eye 


contact. 


Simon tried to pull away but Armen turned back and shoved 
him against the wall, hard. “I don’t fucking care what he did! 
| was an hour away from breaking him and now you've 
undone all the work I’ve put into this!” 


For the first time, confusion made way for insolence on 
Simon’s face. “There’s no way this dick was going to break. 
He...” 


Armen hurled Simon toward the door. “Get out!” 


Simon scuttled out. Armen locked the door and then turned 
and rushed to Ravi’s side. 


Ravi had used him. Ravi had asked him to switch off the 
cameras. Armen felt like such an idiot. Of course he would 
want the cameras off for something more than a few hours 
of sleep. 


Ravi shook violently. His jaw was bruised badly as if struck 
by a shock stick. His naked body was strung with electrodes, 
all thirty-five of them, and burns scorched the flesh around 
the contact points. 
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The chair was hot with use. Armen reached to the back and 
switched off the power and then carefully unclamped the 
electrodes without saying anything. His throat constricted as 
he gingerly unclamped the wires from Ravi’s genitals. 


Ravi looked shell shocked and still made no eye contact. 


Armen made sure he had all of the connections off and then 
released the restraints. He carefully lifted Ravi from the 


chair. 
“Can you stand?” Armen asked. 


“Doubt it.” Ravi’s voice was a ragged whisper. He sagged 
against Armen’s shoulder. 


Armen half carried, half dragged him to the floor. He laid 
him out and took Ravi’s pulse. It was rapid but even. 


Armen tried to stand, but Ravi’s hand shot out, gripping his 
jacket desperately. 


“Don’t leave!” Ravi gasped. 


“I’m calling for a medical stretcher,” Armen told him, but he 
remained kneeling beside Ravi and used his identband to 
summon the medics. 


Ravi looked away from him and closed his eyes. His lips 
were bloody; he’d bitten his tongue severely. 


“I’m sorry,” Ravi whispered roughly. 


Armen almost asked him why. Ravi’s sorry state made him 
forget that he had put Armen ’s life in danger. It would have 
only been a matter of time before Simon broke Ravi, found 
out it had been Armen who helped him with the cameras. 
But Armen knew he hadn't broken. If he had, Simon would 
have looked at Armen with blame rather than mere surprise 
when Armen barged in. 


Armen reached down and brushed the sweaty bangs off 
Ravi’s forehead. He gave him a small smile. “You didn’t tell 
him.” 


“No.” Despite his pain, Ravi’s eyes flashed proudly. 
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“You held up very well,” Armen said. He stroked the 
unbruised side of Ravi’s face. 


“Most men would have confessed everything hours ago. You 
were very brave.” 


Armen swallowed his emotions, which were threatening to 
spill over. He remembered the last of Ravi’s confession. He 
had been at that rally to find him. 


Ravi’s eyes opened, and he looked at Armen with great 
sadness. He opened his mouth to say more, but then the 
door opened again and three members of the medical staff 
appeared with a stretcher. They looked as tired as the 
interrogators; this had obviously been a busy week for them 
too. 


Armen assisted them in lifting Ravi onto the stretcher. He 
followed behind them, aware that his behavior was 
Suspicious. But he was too worried about Ravi’s wounds to 
care. 


He watched the nurses tend Ravi’s wounds, give him a 
painkiller. 


“Markus!” 


A chill of alarm shot down Armen’s spine. Warden Haeg only 
called him personally in emergencies. 


“Yes, sir?” 


“Get here immediately.” Haeg ended the connection. 


Armen stayed long enough to ensure that the clinic would 
keep Ravi overnight. Only then did he make his way to the 
warden’s office. 


* OK OOK OK OX 


Warden Haeg was standing when Armen entered the office. 
In the corner he saw Simon, arms crossed defiantly, a bruise 
swelling on his jaw where Armen had decked him. 


“You're way out of line this time, Markus,” Warden Haeg 
said, his voice low. 


Damage control was never Armen’s strong suit. He had 
gotten himself out of tricky situations in the past. But he 
had also never lost control like he just had. His body still 
buzzed with adrenalin and rage. His hand pulsed with pain. 
He wanted to kill Simon. 
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He didn’t look at Simon. Instead, he straightened before the 
warden. “Sir, | apologize if | overreacted. However, | am 
certain that particular prisoner knows the exact location of 
the insurgents’ base, and --“ 


“-- | don’t give a shit if he’s the head of the entire fucking 
insurgency himself!” 


Warden Haeg also rarely lost his temper. Seeing it now was 
a bad sign. 


Haeg’s eyes bulged with his rage. “You are never to strike a 
fellow officer, is that understood?” 


“Yes, sir.” 


“The amount of pressure we’re under is no excuse for what 
you've done.” 


“Yes, sir.” 


“And | told you not to work on the base. Fuck the base.” 
Warden Haeg narrowed his eyes. “We have to find the key. 
They key is all that matters!” 


“The prisoner’s camera was off, his cell door was opened, 
and the kitchen door was unlocked for him,” Simon said. 
“Someone is helping him from the inside. | wasn’t 
interrogating him to mess up your base investigation, | was 
going to find out who the rat is in our operations here.” 


“He is my prisoner and my responsibility, and you should 
have let me handle it when I arrived this morning,” Armen 
Snapped. 


“But the rat could be escaping as we stand here arguing!” 
Simon’s face scrunched in frustration. He turned to the 
warden. “Sir, if you give me a few more hours with him, I’m 
sure --” 


“Enough! Both of you!” Warden Haeg banged his hand on 
his desk. “Damn it! As if there isn’t enough going on that | 
have to babysit you two idiots.” He pointed to Simon. 


“You. No more accusations. We’ve got enough to get done 
here without you sniping at your co-workers! So shut up and 
do your fucking job with your own prisoners.” 


“Yes, sir,” Simon grumbled. 
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“And you.” Haeg swung around to point his thick finger in 
Armen’s face. “Enough pussyfooting around. Focus on the 
key. That’s all | want. Focus, and find it. That’s a direct order. 
And if either of you feels a need to brawl like schoolyard 
bullies once more, l'Il demote you both to kitchen duty.” 


“Yes, sir,” Armen bowed slightly. 
“That’s all. Get out.” 


Armen turned and walked quickly. Simon caught up with him 
in the hall. 


“It was you,” Simon hissed. 
“Me what?” Armen growled. “Be clear for once!” 
“You turned off the camera.” 


Armen kept walking. He had a lot of practice pretending 
ignorance. “Bullshit. Did you get that from him?” 


“No.” Simon slid his identband against the Block B door. 
“But | saw the way you looked at him when he was strapped 
there.” Simon reached out to jab Armen with his finger, 
making a point, but Armen immediately turned and 
Slammed Simon against the wall with both hands. 


Simon paled once more. 


“This is your last warning.” Armen growled low. He saw the 
guards in the Block B 


guard post watching avidly, but Armen ignored them. “If you 
ever accuse me of betraying the Council again, you better 
be damned sure you’re right, Dansk. Otherwise | will see 
you hang.” 


Armen dropped him and stormed through the checkpoint at 
Block B. He was almost at his desk when a crackling boom 
echoed down the corridor. He ran to the kitchen, and peered 
through the window. 


76 Astrid Amara 


From behind the facility Armen saw the fifteen soldiers ina 
firing line, relaxing. A hundred yards in front of them, a fresh 
row of bodies sprawled on the pavement. The warden was 
continuing his executions. 


Within seconds, the prison crew mobilized, swinging their 
dead fellow inmates into the open bed of a truck. The 
moment the bodies were gone, the truck turned toward the 
crematorium, and another line of twenty shackled men was 
led outside. 


Armen slammed his fist against the window. All this death 
and all this corruption, and he couldn’t stop it. He couldn’t 
help. Everything he had sacrificed, his identity, his friends, 
his happiness, and it still wasn’t enough. 


The thought of Ravi in intensive care obliterated Armen’s 
cold resolve. The stone facade around him shattered, and 
he realized he couldn’t do it anymore. He had to save at 
least one person, change one life for the better. He had to 
save Ravi. 


Armen stared at the line of terrified men, shivering in the 
rain outside, and he made his decision. He was going to 
help Ravi escape. Even if it meant risking his cover. He had 
watched too many good men sacrificed for the greater good 
of the cause. He would not sacrifice one more. Not someone 
who had only ended up at a rally because of him. 


Armen walked back to his office, already beginning a list of 
tasks to accomplish, to pull this off. No one escaped Sardek, 
so if Ravi got free, it would eventually be traced back to 
him. 


He would have to leave Sardek with Ravi. 


A flicker of guilt nagged at him. If he left now, after all the 
maneuvering the resistance had done to get him there, he 
would be putting the resistance in danger. The only way he 
could justify it was if he found the man with the keychip. 


With the key, the resistance could shut down the Council’s 
systems and disable its soy networks. Within weeks, their 
long sought victory over the regime could be achieved. 


Armen steadied his resolve. He was going to leave Sardek 
with Ravi at his side. And, to do so he was going to have to 
find the key immediately. 
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Chapter Nine 


Ravi lost track of time, the lull of the sick bay machinery and 
the haze of narcotics rocking him in and out of 
consciousness. It seemed like only hours had passed, but 
when he was clear enough in mind to sit upright, he saw 
daylight fading outside, and realized he’d been lying there 
for over a day. 


Nurses had sprayed his burns with healing analgesics, and 
the rest of his body simply felt sluggish and sore. The 
memory of his torture hurt far worse than the physical 
aftereffects, however. 


It was dark and several hours after his last meal when Ravi 
saw Armen’s tall frame enter the room. He stood beside 
Ravi’s bed and crossed his arms, towering over Ravi. 


“How are you feeling?” Armen’s scowl was cold, but his tone 
was soft and gentle. 


“Sore, but alive.” Ravi sat up. “Apparently no long-term 
damage. Benefits of highly advanced torture technologies, 
I’ve been told.” 


“Good.” Armen swallowed. An unusual nervousness seemed 
infused in him. “Then I’m taking you back to your cell.” 


Ravi’s clean new prison clothes felt raw against his skin as 
he moved, and he didn’t know if this was from his injuries or 
the effects of the drugs. He turned around and Armen 78 
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locked his cuffs together. Armen’s hard expression didn’t 
change, but his touch was very gentle. 


They walked slowly through the prison. Ravi glanced around 
him, still looking for methods of escape. Armen’s expression 
was aloof once more, but Ravi felt waves of self- 
condemnation coming from the man, and this made Ravi, in 
turn, feel bad for betraying his trust. Even so, Ravi still 
looked for ways to use Armen, ways to break free. 


At the entrance to Block B, the guards shouted insults at 
Ravi, mocking his poorly-planned break. Armen stiffened 
beside him but did not respond either, pulling Ravi with 
greater force and pushing him down the hallway. 


But they did not go to Ravi’s cell. Instead, Armen opened up 
one of the interrogation room doors and led Ravi inside. 


The second Ravi saw the chair, his stomach lurched and 
panic flooded him. He focused on the image of Armen there, 
making love to him. These terrible rooms had two types of 
memory, and if he was going to remain calm, he would have 
to choose which one to focus on. 


As soon as the door was locked, Armen placed a small black 
device at the base of it, and then waited until the air had 
cleared of dust-eyes. And then he unhooked Ravi’s cuffs. 


“I thought we were going to my cell.” 


“Change of plans.” Armen reached out and hugged him 
tightly. “I’m sorry,” Armen whispered. His voice was rough 
and close to breaking. 


“This isn’t your fault,” Ravi said. 


“It is though, isn’t it?” Armen pulled away and looked at 
Ravi. “You went to that rally to find me.” 


Ravi flushed. He remembered that Armen’s identband 
recorded data from other interrogations, and realized that 
Armen had heard Ravi’s tortured confessions. 
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“It seemed like the kind of place you’d be,” Ravi said. He 
looked at Armen’s uniform, a mockery of his assumption. “l 
never thought...it doesn’t matter now, does it? I’m in here, 
you're in here, and it’s all over for us.” 


Armen’s eyes suddenly blazed. “No! | won’t let that happen. 
I’m not letting you leave me, not again.” 


“I have to get out.” Ravi squeezed Armen’s arm. “I have to. 
This has nothing to do with you. And I won’t ask for your 
help again. But | can’t stay here, not even for you.” 


Armen looked like he was struggling to say several things. 
And then he clenched his mouth shut, apparently rejecting 
all his options. He stared at Ravi hard and then kissed him. 


Armen was gentle, applying little pressure to Ravi’s sore 
mouth, his tongue stroking Ravi lazily. He rested his 
forehead against Ravi’s and sighed. 


Ravi was almost amazed by the sudden flush of 
contentment he felt. After six years of searching, of fighting, 
the dangers he faced, he realized he had found home at 
last. This was what he had been searching for, in all those 
cities, at all those meetings. This was all that mattered. 


Armen finally spoke. “I have one more thing to do, and then 
| will get you out of here. 


| promise.” 


A giddy excitement filled Ravi. Armen was still good. He was 
going to free him. “One more thing?” 


Armen shook his head in frustration. “I just have to find the 
key holder. If | do that, then | won’t let them down.” 


“Let who down? The Council?” Ravi’s joy fluttered away. 
Even now, Armen was thinking of betrayal? 


“No! | --“ 


The black device on the door suddenly emitted a high- 
pitched screech. Ravi jumped in surprise. 
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“Sit down!” Armen hissed. He pushed Ravi down in the 
restraint chair with force and then turned just as the door 
Slid open. 


Simon stood at the door. Ravi felt vomit rise in his throat at 
the mere sight of him. 


The door slid shut behind Simon and the fans cranked on. 
Armen backed away from him to stand between Ravi and 
Simon with a look of pure murder on his face. 


Simon glanced to Ravi, and then smiled, and Ravi realized 
that it was all over. He was going to die in Sardek, like 
everyone else. 
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Chapter Ten 


“What the fuck do you want?” Armen glared at Simon, 
crossing his arms. 


Simon’s smirk was dangerously icy. “I wanted to say 
goodbye.” He looked over at Ravi. 


“Working hard, | see.” 
Ravi kept his hands clasped behind him as if he were cuffed. 


Armen glanced to Ravi briefly, and then looked back to 
Simon. “Where are you going?” 


he asked. 


“I’m not going anywhere. But this...” Simon held a small 
surveillance device pinched between his fingers. “This 
means you are going to die.” 


The blood drained from Armen’s face. He lunged toward 
Simon but Simon flashed his gun, aiming its black barrel at 
Armen’s face. 


Armen lifted his hands. 


“You son of a bitch !” Simon hissed. “You’ve been playing us 
for fools all these years, haven’t you? | knew it! Well, it’s 
over. Your cover is blown, you traitorous fuck. | sent a report 
to the warden. You'll be dead by morning.” 


Ravi felt his breath catch in his throat. He was a fool. Of 
course Armen was operating undercover. How could he have 
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accused Armen of betraying everyone, his dead parents, his 
beliefs. He had thought him a monster. And all these years, 
Armen had been doing the worst possible job for the 
resistance in silence, alone. 


Armen breathed deeply. He backed away from Simon, 
leading him from Ravi. Simon followed him, gun steady, 
until he had Armen against the wall. Fear flooded Ravi. 


“| found bugs in all the interrogation rooms,” Simon said. 
“And then | found this in your desk.” Simon pulled a 
surveillance monitor from his pocket. Armen stared at the 
monitor desperately, and almost lunged for it. 


“Just tell me one thing.” Simon’s lilting voice rose with his 
tremulous excitement. 


"How long have you been a spy?” 
Armen swallowed. “All my life,” he said finally. 


Pride flooded Ravi, and then determination. He slowly lifted 
his hands from behind his back. He needed Simon’s 
attention focused solely on Armen. 


Simon’s lips curled in triumph. “I can’t wait to get my 
chance with you. We'll see how proud you are after I’ve got 
you in the chair.” 


Simon kicked Armen in the gut. Armen hunched over, 
gasping for breath. Simon charged his gun. 


Ravi leapt from the restraint chair and shoved Simon onto 
the floor. Simon’s gun clattered on the steel grates. 


Rage filled Ravi, fury over his torture, fear for Armen, hatred 
of the last week in prison, it all coalesced into a poisonous 
burst of strength. He slammed Simon’s face into the floor as 
Armen scrambled for Simon’s gun. There was a sickening 
crunch, and Simon cried out as blood spurted from his nose. 


Armen grabbed Simon’s gun and fired. Ravi jumped back in 
shock, the sound ringing loudly in the insulated room. Blood 
sprayed down the front of his blue shirt. 
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Armen stood frozen, gasping for breath as he clutched his 
stomach. He stared at the pulpy remains of Simon’s face. 
His face was deathly pale. 


“Are you all right?” Ravi gasped. He stepped back from 
Simon warily. 


Armen nodded. He knelt beside Simon and took his pulse. 
Ravi hesitantly approached again. Simon was dead. Fora 
moment, they remained crouched over Simon’s still body, 
breathing heavily. 


“What are we going to do?” Ravi asked. There was an 
uncharacteristic waver in his voice. His ears still rang from 
the gunshot, and his heart beat loudly. 


Armen ran his hand through his hair. He looked around 
frantically. He glanced at Simon’s destroyed face for a 
moment and then his eyes narrowed on Ravi’s blood- 
spattered shirt. 


“Strip,” Armen said. 


Ravi frowned. He had no idea what Armen was planning, but 
unbuttoned his shirt anyways. 


Armen pulled Simon’s boots off, and his socks. He struggled 
to pull loose Simon’s trousers. 


“Let me help you,” Ravi said. He had already removed his 
blue prison clothes and now crouched naked alongside 
Simon. The two of them undressed him completely and then 
redressed him in Ravi’s clothes. 


Simon’s uniform was not a perfect fit on Ravi’s slimmer, 
taller body, but it would pass a cursory inspection. There 
was blood on the collar and soaked through one shoulder, 
but the dark fabric hid it well. Armen knotted Ravi’s tie. Ravi 
noticed his hands were shaking. 


Ravi suddenly reached out and clasped the back of Armen’s 
head, pulling him in for a brief, heartfelt kiss. 


“| should have known,” Ravi told him. He shook his head. “l 
should have figured it out. 


l'm sorry | ever doubted you.” 
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Armen knelt down and gripped Simon’s limp hand. Ravi 
didn’t understand what he was doing until he heard a dull 
Snap. Armen crushed Simon’s thumb bones and shifted the 
broken finger forward, yanking Simon’s identband free. 


“Hold this when we go through the front gate.” Armen 
handed Ravi the bracelet. 


Ravi felt nauseous, but took the identband. 


Armen collected his surveillance monitor, which had 
clattered to the ground in the scuffle. At the door, he 
hesitated. He reached up and stroked his fingers over the 
prisoner tattoo on Ravi’s neck. 


Ravi adjusted his collar, hoping it would cover up as much of 
the barcode as possible. 


“Will that work?” he asked. 


Armen nodded stiffly. “Keep your head down, eyes to the 
ground. Walk confidently beside me. If we are stopped, do 
not look up. If they see your face, it’s all over.” 


Ravi nodded. Armen opened the door. 


They made their way down the hall without meeting anyone 
else. At the guard post, Armen waved at the guards and 
followed behind Ravi. Ravi kept his eyes pinned on the 
entrance. 


At the main gate, they were waved through without anyone 
even looking up. Armen rubbed his wrist over the door and 
both his and Ravi’s identbands clicked as they passed 
through the scanner. Armen quickened their pace outside. It 
was sunny, and the light blinded Ravi, so warm and natural 
compared to the industrial dankness of Sardek. 


“Commander!” 


Armen spun, and saw Ivan Gorowski running to catch up to 
them. He was grinning amiably. “Want to catch some dinner 
after the evening shift?” 
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Armen forced a polite smile. “I can’t, sorry. You should go, 
though. Tonight’s their spiced lamb special.” 


Ivan looked to Ravi, and the smile slid from his face. 
“We have to go.” Armen tapped Ravi’s arm. 


“But...” Ivan stared at Ravi for a long moment. “Who are 
you?” 


Armen looked at him, pleading, desperate now for someone, 
one man, in this whole infernal complex, to be kind. 


Ivan frowned. He glanced at the prison, and then back at 
Armen. 


Armen held his breath. All those dinners together, those 
amiable chats. It would have been enough for Armen to risk 
breaking the law to save a friend. But Ivan always followed 
the prescribed path. He had never chanced his family, or his 
future, on anything. Would he now? 


Ivan stared at Armen for a long moment, unblinking. He 
seemed poised to say something. And then he nodded, as if 
to himself. “You’ve always been a good man, Armen.” 


He took a deep breath. “Have a good night.” Ivan turned 
back toward the prison. 


Gratitude and relief swelled within Armen. He watched 
lvan’s retreating frame, and then walked out of the heavy 
main gates of the prison. 


“Where are we going?” Ravi whispered. 


Armen felt suddenly light as air. Once on the street, he 
turned and offered Ravi a smile. 


“We're going to the base.” 
Ravi smiled back. “You know where it is?” 


Armen raised an eyebrow. “Of course | know. I’ve been a 
member of the resistance for seventeen years. Besides, at 
least six poor bastards told me the location in the last year 
alone. 


As soon as we get there, I’m telling headquarters to move.” 
“It’s in the mountains?” 
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Armen snorted. “You'll just have to wait and see, won’t 
you?” 


Ravi blinked up into the sunshine and then closed his eyes. 
“The voyage may be long but the reward will be worth the 
distance traveled,” Ravi mused. 


Armen froze. He stared, wide-eyed and unbelieving. 


“Come on,” Ravi urged. He reached out and clasped 
Armen’s hand. “Let’s get the hell out of here.” 
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Chapter Eleven 


It took seven days to make it to the base. They traveled an 
indirect route and relied on one of Ravi’s friends to drive 
them through the countryside in an effort to avoid areas 
polluted with dust-eyes. 


They stopped at a large but run-down family restaurant 
situated on the edge of town, overlooking the bay and the 
quiet promenade. Armen knew that underneath the 
restaurant a labyrinth of old bunkers had been expanded to 
house the base of the resistance’s operations. 


Their arrival was expected, and as soon as they stepped into 
the restaurant, Armen was greeted by Ryan, the man who 
had been his only contact with the resistance for the last 
three years. 


Ryan hugged him, and then shook Ravi’s hand. “Welcome, 
both of you.” 


“Thank you,” Armen said. 


“It’s good to see you, Armen.” Ryan clapped him on the 
shoulder and smiled, his old face wrinkling in delight. 


Armen shook his head. “I failed my last mission.” The 
thought tore at him, but he turned and faced Ravi, 
remembering that at least one thing good was saved. “l 
wasn’t able to find the key holder.” 
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Ryan looked puzzled. He turned to Ravi. 


Ravi stroked Armen’s back. “No, | found you instead.” And 
then to Ryan, he said, “the downloader in my arm should be 
able to interface with the satellite system directly, but we 
can also transfer the keychip physically if we need to.” 


Armen gaped as Ryan shook Ravi’s hand. 

Ravi looked back at him, eyes glinting. 

“I never knew...” Armen shook his head. 

“You never asked me the code phrase.” 

Armen laughed in surprise. “But you hated politics!” 


Ravi shrugged. “After hanging around all those rallies 
looking for you, | accidentally started listening.” 


* OOK OOK OK OX 


It took several more hours of introductions, information 
downloads, debriefings, and an impressive procession of 
congratulatory drinks before Armen and Ravi were finally 
taken from the base to a nearby hotel. The resistance 
owned it, and in honor of their heroic efforts and the fact 
that the keychip would change the course of the war, they 
were given a lovely suite of rooms to temporarily call their 
own. 


Alone, at last, in the surreally serene setting of a quiet hotel, 
Armen felt suddenly shy. 


Now everything was at stake. They had survived disaster, 
but without the threat of death looming over them, could 
they survive the banality of daily life in hiding? And there 
were still the pressures of the resistance to consider. Neither 
of them had any intention of giving up their fight. But it had 


been this very issue that had driven them apart in the first 
place. 


Ravi said nothing as he examined the room, peeked into the 
Spacious bathroom, opened the closet doors. Apparently it 
passed his examination because Ravi told Armen that 
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the room would do and then plopped on the king-sized bed, 
grinning expectantly up at Armen. 


Armen felt simultaneously stunned with love and with the 
fear of losing him. A crushing fist squeezed Armen’s heart at 
the idea of losing Ravi again. 


“Armen?” Ravi smiled sweetly. “Can | fuck you now?” 


Armen swallowed, his body swelling with the words. How 
could a sentence cause such an immediate, all-consuming 
reaction? 


Armen undressed quietly, watching avidly as Ravi did the 
same. He lay alongside Ravi, cupped the back of his neck, 
and kissed him. 


Ravi’s hands stroked Armen’s body, and soon all softness of 
the moment fled, forced out by the driving hunger that 
raged through him. Their kisses intensified, and their hands 
gripped each other’s flesh in an almost painful need to 
possess. 


“Your body is so different now,” Ravi whispered, running his 
hands along Armen’s chest. 


“You like it?” Armen asked. He groaned as Ravi’s hot mouth 
lingered on one of his nipples. 


“I want to fuck it,” Ravi said huskily. His tongue traced a 
looping trail along Armen’s stomach, curving into his hips, 
swiping along Armen’s sensitive inner thighs. He alternated 
tongue and teeth, and bursts of soft pain mingled with the 
caress of his tongue. 


And then Ravi’s mouth engulfed him, and Armen groaned, 
pushing himself into that wet heat, hands massaging Ravi’s 
hair, timing the strokes. 


Ravi pulled back and urged Armen to turn over, onto his 
hands and knees. Exposed, captive to Ravi’s touch, Armen 
knelt there, subject to Ravi’s random kisses, the constant 
stroking of his hands down his back, along his thighs. 
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Armen felt Ravi’s knee nudge his legs wider, spreading him 
open. The heat of Ravi’s stomach radiated onto Armen’s 
ass. He focused on breathing deeply to calm his anxiety and 
anticipation. 


Ravi’s long hands stroked upward along Armen’s flank and 
then slowed, spreading Armen’s cheeks wider with each 
pass. There was a pause, and the rustle of movement away 
from him, and then Ravi was back, his fingers cool with gel, 
wet against Armen’s anus. 


At first Armen flinched from the cold, but within seconds it 
had warmed, Ravi’s fingers slow and meticulous and 
circling. He pressed his thumb into Armen’s ass. 


“Relax,” Ravi whispered. His fingers prodded and stroked, 
straying down with slick palms to stroke the underside of 


Armen’s balls. 


As Ravi leaned closer, Armen felt the hang of Ravi’s balls 
rub against his own, and a flare of arousal shot through him. 


“That’s better,” Ravi whispered, sticking his finger all the 
way inside of Armen. A flicker of pure, white light burst 
across Armen’s closed eyelids as the tip of Ravi’s finger 
made contact with his prostate. Armen pressed backward 
for more. 


Ravi’s knee nudged Armen even wider. He was so exposed 
this way, so open, his balls and cock hanging low, twitching 
for attention. But Ravi ignored them. He kept stretching 
Armen’s hole wider, using more fingers, each press now 
reaching to the core of Armen’s being, sending shocks of 
pleasure shooting through his nerves. This delicious torment 
seemed endless, the soft kneading of his buttocks, the 
constant press of his fingers deeper inside. 


“Please fuck me,” Armen begged, desperate now for 
something wider, something that would stun him, splay him, 
and plunder him. “Fuck me now.” 


Ravi’s breathing was heavy and ragged. Armen felt Ravi 
adjust himself, felt the casual swing of Ravi’s cockhead and 
balls against his slick ass. And then he felt it, the intense 
heat of Ravi’s shaft, poised at the brink. 
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The pressure of Ravi’s huge cock pressing in filled Armen 
with excitement, and then alarm, stretching him slowly, 
achingly, his skin tight and hot, almost to breaking point, 
and then Ravi was inside. He was full. Full of Ravi. 


They paused a moment, Armen getting used to the feel of 
so much flesh inside of him. 


“Okay?” Ravi choked. Armen could feel him trembling 
behind him. 


“Go on,” Armen urged. He braced himself as Ravi slowly 
pushed deeper inside of him. 


A shock of pure pleasure shot through his entire body, and 
then again, and again. Armen groaned. Ravi sped his 
movements, driving Armen wild. 


“Christ!” Armen pushed back to meet Ravi’s thrust, taking 
more of him in. Ravi reached around and began to pump 
Armen’s hard cock in time with his thrusts, his hands slick 
with lubricant, sliding over Armen’s sensitive skin, each 
pounding and stroke sending them both further over the 
edge. 


Ravi pounded into Armen with relentless force. Black stars 
appeared behind Armen’s eyes with each manic thrust, and 
all he could feel was pressure and heat engulfing him, 
swallowing him, the agony of such pleasure. 


“I’m going to come,” Ravi croaked. He curled his arm around 
Armen’s waist and thrust deep inside with a twisting 
movement. Armen cried out, spurting cum onto Ravi’s hand. 


Ravi came deeply and then stilled. They remained locked 
together for a moment. 


Armen caught his breath, savoring the last, precious 
moments of Ravi’s rod inside of him, before it softened and 
Slipped out. Cum trickled out of Armen’s ass and down his 
thigh, and he didn’t care. His body was still tingling with 
aftershocks of pleasure. 


Ravi gathered him up and hugged him tightly. Ravi’s 
breathing was still ragged, his face flushed. 


Armen swallowed, his body swelling with his contentment. 
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“I never left this, you know.” Armen said the words roughly, 
rushed, realizing they were six years too late, but just as 
heartfelt as they would have been that lifetime ago. “I never 
stopped wanting this. Wanting you. | should have talked to 
you then about what the resistance wanted me to do.” 


Ravi peered at Armen, his black bangs hanging over his 
eyes. His pupils were still dark from arousal. 


“It was my fault, as much as yours,” Ravi said at last. He 
leaned back on the soft bed and stared upward at the 
ceiling. “I was full of myself back then. | couldn’t believe you 
would choose this life over me.” 


“It wasn’t a choice,” Armen said. 


Ravi shook his head. “It was. And you made the right one.” 
He turned and grinned at him. “I’ve learned a lot, worked 
with great people. They opened my eyes to what it was 
you've spent your life fighting for. Back then, | was no one. 
Shallow and conceited. | should have tried harder to 
understand what you were doing, rather than just breaking 
up with you.” 


“I still wanted this,” Armen said, “even when you were a 
conceited ass.” 


Ravi laughed. “All | ever talked about was football. How did 
you stand it?” 


Armen wrapped his arm around Ravi’s shoulder and smiled 
up at the ceiling. “I just liked the sound of your voice.” 


Ravi smirked. “So basically, you didn’t listen to a word | 
said.” 


Armen kissed his neck. “Sometimes | did. Moments like this, 
when you weren't acting like a smart ass in front of your 
friends. Whenever it was just you and me...you could recite 
mathematical equations and I’d probably have memorized 
every word.” 


“Well, then listen to me now, and listen closely.” Ravi’s eyes 
were closed. His lips fluttered on Armen’s cheek. “I’m in love 
with you. And | will never again let you go.” 


NJTHE ENDS 
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Armen’s throat tightened, and he found himself at a loss for 
words. Regardless of what would happen tomorrow -- with 
the war, with their positions in the resistance, and their life 
in hiding -- he would not sacrifice Ravi again. 


And for the first time in what felt like a lifetime, Armen 
looked forward to the future. 
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